Sincerely by Bryant, Taylor
Enough	  
	  
At	  the	  McGuffey	  Art	  Center	  gala	  honoring	  my	  semester	  of	  “exceptional”	  work	  
in	  photography,	  I	  stood	  stationed	  by	  my	  snapshots	  for	  most	  of	  the	  night.	  I’d	  skipped	  
dinner,	  citing	  nervousness,	  so	  my	  boyfriend	  Hank	  brought	  me	  a	  sampling	  of	  
appetizers	  on	  a	  clear	  Chinet	  plate.	  I	  didn’t	  touch	  them	  much,	  except	  for	  when	  
professors	  stopped	  by	  with	  their	  friends	  and	  fellow	  members	  of	  the	  Charlottesville	  
intelligentsia	  to	  interrogate	  me	  about	  my	  work.	  Hank	  stood	  shifting	  his	  weight	  from	  
foot	  to	  foot,	  and	  he	  bore	  witness	  to	  me	  intentionally	  biting	  into	  sausage	  balls	  just	  as	  
someone	  posed	  me	  a	  question.	  Sweat	  began	  soaking	  through	  the	  cotton	  under	  my	  
arms,	  not	  because	  of	  the	  professors,	  but	  because	  of	  the	  woman	  who	  had	  yet	  to	  
arrive.	  
Marianne	  Hennessey,	  my	  boyfriend’s	  mother,	  had	  skipped	  her	  Cotillion	  Club	  
meeting	  to	  come	  to	  my	  photography	  gala	  at	  UVA.	  	  Now,	  she	  was	  surely	  rolling	  down	  
the	  interstate	  in	  her	  dark	  luxury	  SUV,	  coming	  all	  the	  way	  from	  Hank’s	  hometown	  in	  
the	  heart	  of	  North	  Carolina.	  	  
“I	  wouldn’t	  skip	  a	  debutante	  nomination	  meeting	  for	  just	  anyone,	  you	  know,”	  
she’d	  said	  just	  last	  week.	  She	  was	  on	  the	  other	  end	  of	  Hank’s	  cell	  phone,	  talking	  in	  a	  
voice	  that	  carried	  across	  my	  dorm	  room.	  “You	  tell	  her	  that	  she’s	  special!	  In	  fact,	  I	  
haven’t	  missed	  the	  nomination	  meeting	  in	  about	  a	  decade	  and	  a	  half,	  now	  that	  I	  
think	  about	  it.”	  
“I’ll	  tell	  her,	  Mom,”	  Hank	  had	  said,	  drumming	  his	  fingers	  on	  my	  desk.	  He	  was	  
an	  only	  child,	  and	  his	  mother	  had	  gone	  crazy	  when	  he	  left	  for	  school.	  	  When	  I	  first	  
met	  him,	  I	  thought	  it	  was	  so	  sweet	  how	  he’d	  patiently	  sit	  and	  listen	  to	  her	  talk	  about	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drapes	  and	  crap	  that	  boys	  generally	  don’t	  care	  about.	  I	  still	  thought	  it	  was	  fairly	  
sweet,	  even	  if	  I	  wasn’t	  as	  goo-­‐goo-­‐eyed	  as	  I’d	  been	  the	  semester	  I	  met	  him.	  	  I	  liked	  
his	  loyalty,	  to	  her	  and	  to	  me.	  	  Like	  when	  he’d	  taken	  a	  course	  with	  me	  on	  Borges	  and	  
the	  Latin	  Narrative	  even	  though	  British	  and	  American	  literature	  were	  more	  his	  style,	  
and	  when	  he’d	  gone	  with	  me	  to	  all	  the	  UVA	  Latina/o	  Collective	  meetings	  during	  our	  
first	  year	  since	  I	  was	  too	  shy	  to	  go	  alone.	  I	  valued	  that.	  
When	  he’d	  hung	  up	  the	  phone,	  I	  asked,	  “How	  does	  she	  know	  if	  I’m	  special?	  
I’ve	  only	  met	  her	  once.”	  	  I’d	  visited	  Hank’s	  house	  earlier	  in	  the	  semester,	  and	  while	  I	  
was	  there,	  I’d	  snapped	  a	  photo	  of	  her	  grandiose	  piano	  room.	  At	  the	  time,	  I	  hadn’t	  
decided	  that	  I’d	  use	  it	  for	  a	  photography	  project,	  for	  social	  commentary.	  	  I	  was	  just	  
drawn	  to	  take	  a	  picture	  of	  her	  settee	  across	  from	  the	  baby	  grand	  since	  it	  was	  my	  
first	  time	  being	  in	  a	  room	  only	  meant	  for	  piano	  playing.	  	  I	  never	  thought	  about	  
how’d	  she	  see	  it	  as	  disrespectful,	  not	  even	  when	  my	  photo	  project	  on	  economic	  
disparity	  fell	  together	  like	  a	  gift	  from	  the	  goddesses	  of	  creativity	  and	  good	  midterm	  
grades.	  	  	  
But	  when	  he’d	  been	  on	  the	  phone	  with	  her,	  telling	  her	  my	  photograph	  was	  at	  
the	  Art	  Center,	  I	  did	  think	  of	  it—how	  it	  might	  be	  disrespectful,	  how	  she	  would	  
almost	  certainly	  be	  offended,	  how	  she	  might	  not	  think	  I	  was	  special	  anymore	  after	  
seeing	  it.	  But	  it	  was	  too	  late.	  He’d	  already	  asked	  her	  to	  come.	  To	  Mrs.	  Marianne,	  this	  
was	  like	  being	  featured	  in	  Southern	  Living	  or	  something;	  of	  course	  she’d	  drive	  to	  
Charlottesville.	  I	  should’ve	  told	  Hank	  that	  it	  wasn’t	  the	  only	  photograph	  of	  mine	  on	  
display,	  that	  the	  other	  photographs	  I’d	  shown	  him	  over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  semester	  
would	  be	  contrasted	  alongside	  it.	  I	  didn’t	  mention	  it.	  But	  I	  should’ve.	  
	   2	  
Because	  now	  I	  had	  to	  answer	  questions	  about	  my	  intent	  in	  taking	  the	  
photographs,	  summarizing	  my	  “thematic	  focus”	  in	  placing	  them	  alongside	  each	  
other,	  and	  I	  had	  to	  do	  it	  in	  front	  of	  Mrs.	  Marianne.	  
	  
“What	  drew	  you	  to	  the	  subject	  of	  this	  piece?”	  asked	  a	  professor,	  a	  woman	  
with	  a	  blunt	  silver	  bob.	  I	  placed	  a	  whole	  sausage	  ball	  in	  my	  mouth.	  I	  chewed	  and	  
smiled	  as	  if	  to	  say,	  sorry,	  silly	  me,	  but	  she	  refused	  to	  smile	  back.	  	  
	  “Mmm,”	  I	  said,	  making	  a	  show	  out	  of	  chewing.	  Hank	  sighed.	  “So	  sorry—um,	  
the	  inspiration	  for	  this	  first	  one	  came	  from	  my	  professor.	  She	  gave	  us	  a	  prompt.”	  
“Oh?”	  the	  woman	  prodded.	  	  
“Yeah,	  a	  Nelson	  Mandela	  quote.	  ‘There	  is	  nothing	  like	  returning	  to	  a	  
place	  that	  remains	  unchanged	  to	  find	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  you	  yourself	  have	  altered.’	  
So,	  I	  went	  home	  one	  weekend,	  and	  took	  a	  walk	  down	  my	  street.”	  
Some	  houses	  compel	  passersby	  to	  look	  at	  them,	  and	  the	  cottage	  in	  my	  first	  
photograph	  was	  one	  of	  those	  houses.	  	  It	  was	  on	  my	  street,	  and	  it	  said	  “I’m	  poor.”	  	  
The	  chipped	  blue	  paint	  on	  the	  wood	  siding	  said	  it.	  	  The	  cardboard	  over	  a	  window	  
said	  it.	  	  The	  towels	  instead	  of	  curtains	  hanging	  behind	  the	  windows	  said	  it.	  	  The	  
foreboding	  chain	  link	  fence	  said	  it.	  	  The	  house	  has	  looked	  that	  way	  for	  as	  long	  as	  I	  
can	  remember,	  but	  when	  I	  was	  younger,	  I	  didn’t	  notice	  it	  was	  so	  shabby,	  so	  sad.	  	  
When	  I	  returned	  to	  it	  a	  college	  student,	  I	  looked	  at	  it	  as	  an	  outsider	  and	  realized	  it	  
was	  pathetic,	  more	  so	  than	  I’d	  ever	  grasped.	  	  I	  pointed	  the	  camera	  and	  clicked	  as	  a	  
strong	  breeze	  blew	  open	  the	  storm	  door,	  so	  the	  viewer	  can	  see	  it	  hanging	  on	  just	  
one	  hinge.	  	  There’s	  something	  tragic	  about	  that,	  because	  it	  seemed	  like	  nobody	  had	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gone	  into	  the	  house	  in	  years.	  But	  if	  you	  looked	  a	  little	  closer,	  you	  could	  see	  a	  little	  
girl	  sitting	  in	  the	  front	  yard,	  picking	  a	  dandelion.	  	  Then,	  you’d	  realize	  she	  lives	  there,	  
and	  you’d	  feel	  worse,	  because	  at	  first	  you	  were	  feeling	  for	  a	  house,	  an	  inanimate	  
thing	  left	  in	  disrepair.	  	  But	  the	  little	  girl	  wasn’t	  inanimate.	  She	  was	  real.	  	  
	   “Whoa,”	  Hank	  had	  said	  when	  he’d	  seen	  it	  on	  my	  computer.	  “It’s	  incredible,	  
Bel.”	  	  He	  asked	  me	  about	  where	  it	  was	  taken,	  about	  whether	  it	  was	  hard	  for	  me	  to	  
take.	  His	  voice	  had	  been	  sincere.	  But	  tonight,	  he	  hadn’t	  said	  anything	  like	  that.	  He’d	  
been	  quiet,	  mostly,	  his	  blue	  eyes	  examining	  my	  face	  as	  I	  answered	  questions.	  Now,	  
he	  was	  staring	  into	  space,	  avoiding	  looking	  at	  me,	  the	  professor,	  and	  the	  
photographs.	  Maybe	  he	  was	  tired.	  
“And	  how	  does	  this	  place	  connect	  to	  the	  others?”	  the	  professor	  asked,	  trying	  
to	  wheedle	  any	  information	  out	  of	  me.	  
“Well,	  this	  next	  one	  is	  of	  my	  room,	  at	  home,”	  I	  said.	  	  Hank	  looked	  
uncomfortable,	  as	  if	  he	  didn’t	  like	  where	  we	  were	  going	  to	  end	  up.	  
I	  gestured	  to	  the	  middle	  photograph,	  the	  one	  of	  my	  own	  room,	  left	  a	  little	  
messy	  with	  my	  floral	  quilt	  disheveled	  at	  the	  foot	  of	  my	  queen-­‐sized	  bed	  and	  my	  
former-­‐stray	  Jack	  Russell	  mix	  named	  Markie	  curled	  up	  in	  it.	  A	  stack	  of	  LSAT	  study	  
books	  sat	  on	  the	  wooden	  stool	  I	  used	  as	  a	  bedside	  table.	  There	  was	  no	  desk	  or	  walk-­‐
in	  closet	  or	  anything.	  But	  the	  white	  paint	  was	  not	  chipping,	  and	  the	  room	  was	  
spacious	  enough.	  “Enough”	  was	  a	  good	  word	  for	  it.	  Enough	  to	  live	  comfortably.	  
Enough	  to	  be	  warm	  and	  happy,	  and	  enough	  to	  not	  draw	  the	  eyes	  of	  people	  passing	  
by.	  	  My	  dog	  Markie	  was	  the	  key	  to	  this	  theme	  coming	  through	  in	  my	  photo.	  	  His	  chin	  
was	  resting	  on	  his	  little	  paw,	  and	  the	  messy	  folds	  of	  my	  blanket	  curled	  around	  his	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body	  like	  a	  nest.	  	  Looking	  at	  the	  photo,	  you	  felt	  content,	  too.	  You	  felt	  like	  this	  would	  
be	  enough,	  Markie	  and	  a	  room	  and	  a	  blanket.	  That	  was	  why	  I	  put	  it	  in	  my	  photo	  
sequence.	  	  It	  was	  the	  next	  step,	  a	  little	  relief	  from	  the	  sadness	  of	  the	  first.	  
“But	  where	  was	  that	  last	  photograph	  taken?”	  the	  woman	  asked.	  
There	  it	  was,	  the	  reason	  why	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  was	  coming.	  	  The	  piano	  room	  
photograph.	  	  I’d	  stood	  pressed	  against	  one	  wall	  to	  take	  it,	  so	  I	  could	  fit	  the	  
chandelier	  and	  vaulted	  ceilings	  and	  the	  hardwood	  floors	  in	  the	  frame.	  	  The	  picture	  
was	  like	  something	  from	  a	  gorgeous	  magazine,	  a	  catalogue	  of	  material	  possessions,	  
and	  when	  I	  laid	  it	  beside	  the	  others,	  trying	  to	  formulate	  some	  cohesive	  statement,	  it	  
fit.	  	  Framed	  impressionistic	  landscape	  painting.	  	  White	  linen	  settee.	  	  Wide	  plank	  
walnut	  floors.	  	  Dramatic	  crown	  molding.	  	  Little	  silver	  letters	  spelling	  YAMAHA	  were	  
visible	  on	  the	  black	  piano.	  The	  ornate	  chandelier	  was	  the	  focal	  point,	  overwhelming	  
its	  surroundings,	  and	  when	  you	  saw	  it	  next	  to	  my	  floral	  quilt,	  or	  the	  storm	  door	  
hanging	  by	  its	  hinges,	  you	  knew	  what	  this	  photograph	  was.	  It	  was	  opulence,	  and	  it	  
was	  the	  uncaring	  one	  percent.	  	  The	  professor	  knew	  this—she	  had	  eyes,	  after	  all—
but	  she	  was	  curious	  whose	  room	  this	  was,	  how	  I	  had	  access	  to	  it.	  
“It’s	  my	  house,”	  said	  Hank	  before	  I	  could	  answer	  her.	  
	   “I’m	  sure	  it’s	  a	  lovely	  place	  to	  live,”	  she	  said	  to	  him.	  “What	  does	  your	  family	  
do?”	  
	   He	  gave	  a	  half-­‐hearted	  smile	  back.	  	  
	   “Investment	  banking,”	  he	  said,	  and	  then	  to	  me:	  “I’m	  going	  to	  meet	  Mom	  
outside.”	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When	  I	  met	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  earlier	  this	  semester,	  she	  had	  opened	  the	  cherry-­‐
red	  door	  to	  her	  cedar-­‐shake-­‐roofed,	  yellow	  saltbox	  house,	  and	  her	  eyes	  had	  
widened.	  Like	  she	  was	  expecting	  a	  belle	  of	  some	  debutante	  ball,	  not	  a	  Bel.	  Not	  me.	  	  
We	  had	  half	  an	  hour	  of	  awkward	  conversation	  before	  dinner,	  and	  she	  managed	  to	  
bring	  up	  Hank’s	  ex-­‐girlfriend	  Molly-­‐Sheldon’s	  acceptance	  to	  William	  Peace,	  and	  how	  
handsome	  Hank	  looked	  at	  his	  senior	  prom,	  and	  how	  she	  was	  sure	  I	  looked	  pretty	  at	  
my	  prom,	  too.	  I	  didn’t	  have	  to	  mention	  that	  I	  hadn’t	  gone,	  because	  it	  was	  
suppertime.	  
	   There	  was	  a	  small	  crystal	  chandelier	  that	  shone	  against	  the	  mossy	  green	  
walls,	  and	  a	  thick	  mahogany	  table	  with	  seating	  for	  ten.	  	  A	  few	  scratches	  on	  its	  
surface	  made	  it	  look	  like	  it	  had	  seen	  many	  Hennessey	  dinner	  parties	  worth	  
remembering,	  and	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  informed	  me	  it	  was	  her	  great-­‐grandmother’s.	  	  	  
“It	  has	  quite	  the	  history,”	  she	  said,	  and	  I	  ran	  a	  finger	  over	  its	  gorgeous	  
surface,	  trying	  to	  swallow	  my	  wish	  that	  one	  of	  my	  great-­‐grandmothers	  had	  left	  me	  
something	  besides	  a	  little-­‐girl	  locket	  or	  a	  rag	  doll.	  	  The	  Hennesseys’	  cook—who	  only	  
cooked	  on	  weeknights,	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  assured	  me—placed	  a	  plate	  in	  front	  of	  me,	  
holding	  a	  rare	  cut	  of	  prime	  rib	  smelling	  ever	  so	  slightly	  like	  citrus.	  	  	  
“Lemon	  pepper,”	  she	  said	  as	  I	  stuck	  a	  bite	  in	  my	  mouth,	  and	  I	  made	  a	  note	  to	  
tell	  my	  dad	  that	  maybe	  I	  would	  like	  a	  lemon	  pepper	  steak	  for	  my	  birthday	  dinner	  
this	  year	  instead	  of	  tamales.	  It’s	  not	  like	  we	  don’t	  eat	  steak	  at	  our	  house.	  We	  do.	  But	  
not	  lemon	  pepper	  ones,	  and	  not	  on	  my	  birthday.	  
While	  I	  sawed	  away	  at	  my	  prime	  rib,	  trying	  to	  look	  delicate,	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  
began	  to	  quiz	  me	  about	  Spanish,	  where	  I	  was	  “from,”	  and	  what	  I	  wanted	  to	  do.	  I	  said	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I	  was	  close	  to	  proficient,	  half	  Guatemalan,	  and	  a	  pre-­‐law	  student,	  though	  the	  lemon-­‐
pepper	  prime	  rib	  seemed	  to	  get	  tougher	  in	  my	  mouth	  with	  every	  question	  she	  asked.	  
	   “And	  your	  parents?”	  she	  asked,	  in	  a	  civil	  tone.	  
	   “My	  dad’s	  fluent	  in	  Spanish,”	  I	  said,	  and	  my	  answer	  sounded	  more	  like	  a	  
question	  than	  hers.	  What	  was	  she	  even	  referring	  to—did	  she	  want	  me	  to	  answer	  all	  
the	  questions	  she’d	  posed	  to	  me	  on	  behalf	  of	  my	  parents	  as	  well?	  I	  felt	  pinned	  down.	  
“Mom’s	  from	  Roanoke	  Rapids,	  and	  Dad’s	  from	  Guatemala.”	  
“But	  what	  do	  they	  do?”	  she	  said,	  and	  she	  smiled	  to	  cover	  up	  the	  question	  I	  
knew	  she	  was	  really	  asking.	  Is	  your	  father	  illegal?	  her	  eyes	  seemed	  to	  ask,	  untouched	  
by	  her	  smile.	  
“Mom’s	  a	  teaching	  assistant,”	  I	  said.	  “And	  my	  dad	  works	  as	  a	  paralegal.”	  
“Ah,”	  she	  said,	  nodding,	  and	  I	  could	  see	  it	  in	  her	  hard	  blue	  eyes	  that	  she	  was	  
adding	  things	  up.	  Paralegal	  means	  at	  least	  an	  associate’s	  degree,	  most	  likely—so	  he	  
was	  legal?	  	  But	  she	  sat	  back	  in	  her	  chair,	  and	  I	  knew	  what	  she	  was	  thinking.	  Still	  a	  
small	  salary,	  still	  Latino.	  	  You	  would	  think	  I’d	  be	  angry.	  	  But	  instead	  I	  felt	  small,	  small	  
and	  exposed	  and	  humiliated	  because	  I	  thought	  I	  would	  come	  here	  and	  she	  would	  
like	  me	  and	  be	  impressed	  that	  Hank	  had	  found	  a	  girl	  interested	  in	  corporate	  law	  like	  
him.	  	  Instead,	  all	  this	  woman	  could	  think	  about	  was	  my	  dad’s	  legal	  status,	  or	  how	  my	  
parents’	  paychecks	  added	  up.	  
Maybe	  my	  embarrassment	  meant	  I	  was	  a	  bad	  daughter—a	  bad	  Latina.	  Maybe	  
I	  should	  be	  more	  pissed	  off	  than	  hurt	  by	  her	  scrutiny.	  	  If	  I	  didn’t	  want	  her	  to	  like	  me	  
so	  much,	  I	  would	  lie,	  I	  would	  shock	  her	  saying	  something	  like	  my	  papi	  traffics	  more	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opiates	  from	  South	  America	  than	  any	  other	  dealer	  in	  western	  Virginia.	  That’s	  what	  my	  
old	  best	  friend	  Yesi	  would	  have	  said,	  because	  she	  would	  have	  been	  beyond	  pissed.	  
But	  I	  did	  want	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  to	  like	  me,	  and	  so	  I	  told	  her	  the	  truth.	  
	  
	   “So,	  sweetie,	  are	  you	  proud	  of	  your	  girl?”	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  asked	  Hank	  as	  we	  
led	  her	  to	  the	  gala’s	  entrance.	  I	  had	  met	  them	  downstairs	  to	  say	  hello.	  
	   “Yeah,	  I’m	  really	  proud,”	  Hank	  said.	  	  It	  was	  in	  a	  tone	  that	  was	  normal	  for	  
other	  guys,	  but	  lackluster	  for	  him.	  	  I	  winced,	  because	  it	  made	  his	  lack	  of	  enthusiasm	  
more	  pointed	  than	  just	  fatigue.	  	  He	  wasn’t	  tired	  of	  listening	  to	  me	  answer	  question	  
after	  question	  about	  my	  photographs.	  	  He	  was	  upset	  with	  the	  pictures	  themselves.	  
I	  guess	  it	  shouldn’t	  be	  that	  surprising	  to	  me,	  that	  my	  photographs	  contrasting	  
our	  two	  worlds	  might	  have	  upset	  not	  only	  Mrs.	  Marianne,	  but	  Hank,	  too.	  	  But	  I	  was	  
really	  relying	  on	  Hank	  to	  appreciate	  what	  I	  had	  done.	  He	  was	  there	  for	  my	  Intro	  to	  
Photography	  debacles—the	  photograph	  of	  the	  seashell	  held	  in	  my	  sister’s	  
outstretched	  palm,	  the	  photo	  of	  my	  roommate	  sitting	  on	  railroad	  tracks,	  and	  even	  
the	  picture	  of	  a	  twitchy	  campus	  squirrel	  that	  saved	  my	  grade	  because	  my	  teacher	  
projected	  some	  sort	  of	  meaning	  onto	  it.	  Hank	  knew	  and	  understood	  a	  metaphor	  
when	  he	  saw	  one,	  like	  he	  had	  demonstrated	  again	  and	  again	  in	  our	  British	  poetry	  
class	  required	  for	  the	  English	  major,	  but	  still,	  he	  pretended	  not	  to	  notice	  that	  there	  
were	  no	  layers	  of	  meaning	  behind	  my	  arbitrary	  shots.	  He	  hugged	  me	  and	  patted	  my	  
back	  when	  I	  cried	  about	  the	  C’s	  I	  had	  gotten	  on	  my	  first	  two	  pictures,	  and	  he	  told	  me	  
my	  photography	  was	  wonderful.	  	  I	  knew	  he	  meant	  it	  by	  his	  eyes—blue	  and	  soft	  and	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earnest.	  	  Now,	  my	  photographs	  meant	  something,	  and	  he	  had	  liked	  them	  all.	  	  That	  is,	  
until	  he	  saw	  them	  side	  by	  side.	  
“I	  can’t	  wait	  to	  go	  home	  to	  my	  friends	  and	  tell	  them	  all	  about	  getting	  to	  see	  
you	  two	  dressed	  up	  together.	  You’ve	  got	  such	  an	  edgy	  sense	  for	  fashion,”	  Mrs.	  
Marianne	  said,	  pointing	  to	  my	  brown	  leather	  jacket.	  “I	  suppose	  that’s	  the	  artist	  in	  
you.”	  
“Thanks,	  Mrs.	  Marianne,”	  I	  said.	  
“Now,	  please,	  point	  out	  your	  photographs	  to	  me,”	  she	  said,	  as	  I	  led	  her	  up	  the	  
staircase	  to	  the	  gala.	  Hank	  lagged	  behind.	  
	   “Um,	  maybe	  you’d	  like	  a	  snack	  or	  something	  to	  drink	  first?”	  I	  asked.	  “I	  know	  
it’s	  been	  a	  long	  drive	  for	  you.”	  
	   “No,	  no,	  honey,	  I	  came	  to	  see	  your	  photographs,”	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  said.	  “Food	  
can	  wait!”	  
	   She	  began	  walking	  toward	  the	  corner	  where	  I	  had	  been	  heading,	  her	  high	  
heels	  striking	  the	  tile	  floor	  with	  insistence,	  and	  with	  every	  click	  of	  her	  heels	  I	  felt	  my	  
heart	  beat	  a	  little	  faster.	  She	  was	  going	  to	  see	  my	  photographs.	  She	  was	  going	  to	  see	  
where	  I	  was	  from,	  and	  worse—what	  I	  thought	  of	  where	  she	  was	  from.	  
	   Mrs.	  Marianne	  stood	  and	  surveyed	  my	  pictures.	  The	  silence	  stretched	  longer	  
than	  any	  other	  I’d	  ever	  experienced.	  	  What	  could	  be	  going	  through	  her	  mind?	  What	  
could	  she	  be	  feeling?	  Fury,	  embarrassment,	  hurt?	  	  She	  missed	  her	  nomination	  
meeting	  for	  this.	  I	  pictured	  fifty	  Mrs.	  Mariannes,	  carrying	  on	  without	  her,	  all	  wearing	  
the	  fuchsia	  peacoat	  and	  pearl	  earrings	  she	  wore	  in	  her	  Facebook	  profile	  picture,	  
waving	  earnest	  bid	  cards	  in	  the	  air	  with	  white-­‐gloved	  fingertips	  like	  they	  were	  at	  an	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auction.	  	  Except	  they	  weren’t	  at	  an	  auction.	  	  They	  were	  deciding	  which	  white	  girls	  
they	  would	  most	  like	  to	  marry	  their	  white	  sons.	  	  It	  was	  even	  worse	  when	  I	  pictured	  
the	  sons.	  All	  identical	  Hanks—strong	  jaw,	  blond	  ruffled	  hair,	  squared	  shoulders	  that	  
look	  nice	  in	  a	  navy	  suit	  jacket.	  	  Before	  she	  could	  say	  a	  word,	  a	  woman	  in	  a	  black	  wool	  
coat	  and	  a	  double	  strand	  of	  pearls	  tapped	  me	  on	  the	  shoulder.	  
	   “Excuse	  me,”	  she	  said,	  and	  I	  turned	  around	  to	  find	  myself	  facing	  the	  President	  
of	  the	  University.	  	  Teresa	  A.	  Sullivan.	  	  She	  didn’t	  introduce	  herself,	  but	  continued.	  
“Did	  you	  take	  those	  photos?”	  
	   “Yes,”	  I	  said,	  and	  I	  wished	  there	  was	  some	  way	  to	  tell	  her	  now	  wasn’t	  the	  time	  
to	  ask	  questions,	  especially	  ones	  about	  economic	  inequality.	  “I	  did.”	  
	   “Well,	  I	  think	  they’re	  just	  wonderful,”	  President	  Sullivan	  said,	  smiling.	  “The	  
theme	  of	  your	  project	  is	  so	  touching.”	  
	   “Really?”	  I	  said.	  Touching	  wasn’t	  a	  word	  I	  would	  use	  to	  describe	  them.	  
	   “Yes,	  it’s	  just	  so	  sweet	  to	  see	  the	  evolution	  of	  your	  life,”	  she	  said.	  “You	  know,	  
from	  where	  you’ve	  been,	  to	  where	  you	  are	  now,	  to	  where	  you	  want	  to	  be.”	  
	   She	  gestured	  to	  each	  of	  my	  photographs:	  the	  broken	  house,	  the	  comfortable	  
room,	  the	  luxury	  of	  a	  piano	  room.	  	  That	  wasn’t	  my	  intent	  at	  all,	  but	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  
looked	  a	  little	  appeased.	  Her	  shoulders	  relaxed	  as	  she	  realized,	  Oh,	  this	  isn’t	  social	  
commentary,	  and	  my	  home	  isn’t	  being	  attacked.	  I	  couldn’t	  open	  my	  mouth	  to	  correct	  
the	  woman,	  so	  I	  nodded.	  	  After	  all,	  what	  she’d	  said	  had	  some	  truth	  to	  it.	  	  The	  stacked	  
LSAT	  books	  and	  a	  career	  in	  law	  would	  hopefully	  give	  me	  more	  than	  what	  my	  
parents	  had.	  It	  would	  give	  me	  a	  fancy	  mahogany	  dining	  room	  table	  to	  pass	  down	  to	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my	  great-­‐grandchildren,	  if	  I	  wanted.	  	  It	  could	  give	  me	  a	  piano	  room.	  	  It	  could	  give	  me	  
lemon	  pepper	  prime	  rib.	  	  I	  felt	  a	  little	  guilty.	  	  Weren’t	  my	  parents,	  my	  room,	  enough?	  
	   “We	  know	  you’ll	  end	  up	  wherever	  it	  is	  you’re	  wanting	  to	  go,”	  said	  President	  
Sullivan.	  	  Her	  voice	  was	  soothing,	  like	  a	  practiced	  masseuse,	  or	  maybe	  a	  yoga	  
instructor.	  	  Then,	  she	  swept	  her	  hand	  toward	  Mrs.	  Marianne.	  “Is	  this	  your	  mom?	  Or	  
mother-­‐in-­‐law,	  perhaps?”	  She	  said	  it	  with	  waggling	  eyebrows,	  to	  mess	  with	  Hank,	  
who	  was	  standing	  there,	  sullen.	  
	   “Oh,	  no,”	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  said,	  jumping	  in,	  her	  eyes	  wild	  with	  fear.	  “No,	  my	  son,	  
Hank,	  is	  just	  a	  good	  friend	  of	  Bel’s.	  	  This	  picture	  here	  was	  taken	  inside	  my	  house.”	  
A	  good	  friend?	  My	  eyes	  bored	  into	  Hank’s.	  Correct	  her!	  Please,	  I	  begged	  him.	  
“Oh	  really?”	  President	  Sullivan	  said.	  “It’s	  lovely,	  so	  lovely.	  I	  hope	  you’ll	  excuse	  
me	  for	  asking,	  but	  I	  want	  to	  have	  my	  crown	  molding	  redone.	  Would	  you	  mind	  telling	  
me	  who	  did	  yours?”	  
But	  Hank	  did	  nothing.	  Instead,	  he	  let	  his	  mother	  stand	  there	  and	  talk	  about	  
crown	  molding.	  He	  let	  her	  think	  I	  was	  not	  marriageable,	  since	  I	  was	  not	  to	  be	  
nominated	  to	  make	  my	  debut.	  	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  would	  go	  home	  and	  tell	  this	  story	  to	  
her	  lady	  friends,	  shaping	  me	  into	  someone	  they	  would	  ooh	  and	  ahh	  over.	  	  I	  could	  be	  
marketed	  as	  exotic,	  as	  a	  Guatemalan	  artist	  who	  was	  teaching	  Hank	  about	  life	  and	  
love	  and	  sex	  before	  he	  met	  his	  virginal	  blonde	  debutante	  wife	  and	  had	  blonde	  
debutante-­‐to-­‐be	  babies.	  If	  only	  I	  were	  Peruvian	  and	  could	  take	  him	  on	  a	  spiritual	  
journey	  to	  Macchu	  Picchu	  or	  something	  like	  that	  before	  he	  gave	  up	  his	  Bel	  habit	  and	  
settled	  down	  with	  someone	  more	  suited	  to	  him,	  more	  understanding	  of	  his	  roots.	  
	   11	  
	   He	  saw	  the	  fear	  in	  Mrs.	  Marianne’s	  eyes,	  clear	  as	  day,	  just	  like	  I	  had.	  The	  fear	  
that	  we	  were	  serious,	  or	  rather,	  that	  her	  son	  was	  serious	  with	  a	  Latina.	  He	  couldn’t	  
have	  missed	  it.	  	  He’d	  been	  to	  all	  the	  Latina/o	  Collective	  meetings.	  	  He’d	  heard	  about	  
grassroots	  immigration	  reform	  and	  he’d	  heard	  about	  the	  discrimination	  my	  friends	  
had	  faced	  at	  UVA.	  	  He’d	  told	  me	  how	  awful	  it	  was,	  how	  glad	  he	  was	  that	  he’d	  come	  
with	  me,	  and	  how	  he	  agreed	  with	  everything	  the	  speakers	  had	  said.	  	  Where	  in	  the	  
hell	  was	  that	  Hank?	  	  That	  was	  the	  Hank	  I	  needed	  now.	  
	   He	  still	  wasn’t	  making	  an	  appearance	  even	  as	  President	  Sullivan	  walked	  
away.	  
“Well,	  I	  am	  just	  honored	  to	  have	  my	  house	  be	  up	  here,”	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  said,	  
pleased	  and	  smiling.	  “I	  think	  I’ll	  go	  get	  that	  drink	  now.”	  
“I’ll	  get	  it	  for	  you,	  Mom,”	  Hank	  said.	  “Diet	  Coke?”	  When	  she	  nodded,	  he	  left	  me	  
alone	  with	  her,	  without	  a	  second	  thought.	  
	  
“What	  a	  pretty	  dress	  that	  girl	  has	  on,”	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  said	  to	  me,	  while	  Hank	  
took	  his	  time	  scooping	  some	  ice	  into	  a	  cup,	  cube	  by	  cube.	  “It’s	  just	  so	  flattering.”	  
“It’s	  nice,”	  I	  said,	  but	  the	  dress	  was	  pretty	  ordinary	  for	  the	  UVA	  frat-­‐star	  
crowd.	  A	  loose	  shift,	  with	  a	  preppy	  chevron	  print.	  I	  felt	  like	  she	  was	  really	  
complimenting	  the	  girl.	  	  She	  had	  long	  blond	  hair	  that	  was	  straighter	  than	  mine	  ever	  
was,	  even	  when	  I	  spent	  hours	  flat-­‐ironing	  it.	  	  She	  looked	  like	  a	  twin	  of	  Hank’s	  ex-­‐
girlfriend	  from	  high	  school,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon.	  She	  probably	  was	  Hank’s	  dream	  girl.	  	  She	  
was	  Mrs.	  Marianne’s	  dream	  girl.	  	  Even	  though	  Mr.	  Hennessey	  was	  always	  away	  on	  
business	  and	  I	  hadn’t	  gotten	  to	  know	  his	  taste,	  I	  felt	  pretty	  sure	  she	  was	  Mr.	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Hennessey’s	  dream	  girl,	  too,	  because	  he’d	  married	  a	  carbon	  copy	  of	  her	  thirty	  years	  
ago.	  Blond	  hair,	  blue	  eyes.	  A	  Michael	  Kors	  watch.	  Long	  skinny	  legs,	  bare	  in	  forty	  
degree	  weather.	  	  
“Well,	  you	  know,	  if	  you	  would	  like	  to	  go	  shopping	  sometime…”	  
I	  waited	  for	  her	  to	  finish	  her	  thought.	  Her	  eyes	  were	  drifting	  toward	  the	  
photograph	  of	  Natalia’s	  house,	  with	  the	  chipped	  paint.	  	  They	  hovered	  on	  a	  broken	  
gutter	  I	  hadn’t	  noticed	  before.	  
“I’m	  sure	  we	  could	  find	  something	  like	  it.”	  Her	  eyes	  returned	  to	  me,	  finally	  
settling	  on	  my	  Goodwill	  leather	  jacket.	  She	  fingered	  her	  clutch.	  
Did	  this	  woman	  think	  I	  couldn’t	  afford	  my	  own	  clothing?	  	  I’ve	  been	  taking	  out	  
student	  loans	  that	  took	  my	  breath	  away	  when	  I	  thought	  about	  the	  size	  of	  my	  debt	  
when	  I	  graduated	  law	  school.	  	  But	  I	  wasn’t	  a	  charity	  case.	  	  The	  Cotillion	  Club	  didn’t	  
need	  to	  set	  up	  a	  food	  drive	  in	  my	  honor	  or	  something.	  I	  could	  take	  care	  of	  myself.	  
	  
Eventually,	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  had	  to	  use	  the	  restroom,	  and	  Hank	  and	  I	  were	  left	  
alone.	  	  He	  still	  wasn’t	  saying	  anything.	  Usually	  he	  had	  something	  to	  say.	  
“Your	  mom	  mentioned	  that	  I	  should	  get	  that	  girl’s	  dress,”	  I	  said,	  and	  I	  wanted	  
him	  to	  say	  that	  she	  was	  crazy,	  that	  he	  liked	  what	  I	  choose	  to	  wear,	  that	  he	  wouldn’t	  
change	  anything	  about	  me	  for	  anything	  in	  the	  world.	  
“It’s	  nice,”	  he	  said,	  echoing	  what	  I	  said	  earlier.	  Wasn’t	  what	  I	  wanted	  to	  hear.	  
“Why	  are	  you	  siding	  with	  her?”	  I	  asked.	  “You	  didn’t	  even	  correct	  her	  when	  
she	  called	  me	  your	  friend.”	  
“I’m	  not	  really,”	  he	  said.	  “I	  haven’t	  sided	  with	  her	  at	  all.”	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   He	  was	  supposed	  to	  be	  on	  my	  team.	  	  Hank	  had	  always	  been	  a	  rich	  boyfriend,	  
a	  white	  boyfriend,	  but	  he	  had	  always	  supported	  me,	  and	  he	  had	  even	  criticized	  his	  
own	  attitudes	  and	  upbringing	  before.	  	  “I	  grew	  up	  in	  a	  bubble,”	  he	  said.	  	  And	  Hank	  
had	  never	  said	  anything	  outright	  racist	  before,	  not	  like	  my	  roommate	  Lisa’s	  white	  
boyfriend	  who	  told	  her	  she	  should	  be	  Mulan	  for	  Halloween	  when,	  if	  he	  had	  paid	  
attention,	  he	  would	  have	  known	  that	  she	  wanted	  to	  be	  Sleeping	  Beauty.	  Hank	  wasn’t	  
like	  him,	  I	  told	  myself.	  I	  could	  always	  count	  on	  him	  not	  to	  be.	  
	   But	  this—this	  situation,	  this	  siding	  with	  his	  mother	  over	  me—this	  was	  not	  an	  
accident.	  It	  was	  probably	  worse	  than	  Lisa’s	  boyfriend	  telling	  her	  to	  be	  Mulan	  for	  
Halloween,	  because	  this	  was	  conscious.	  He	  knew	  he	  wasn’t	  living	  up	  to	  his	  promise.	  
	   “I	  was	  counting	  on	  you,”	  I	  said.	  “I	  thought	  you	  would…”	  
	   “Come	  to	  your	  defense	  when	  you	  were	  targeting	  me?”	  
	   Now	  we	  were	  getting	  to	  what	  he	  was	  really	  making	  him	  angry,	  why	  he	  really	  
wasn’t	  protecting	  me	  from	  his	  mother.	  	  It	  was	  my	  photograph.	  	  The	  one	  of	  his	  house.	  	  
He	  knew	  it	  wasn’t	  targeting	  him.	  He’s	  Hank.	  He	  knew	  what	  everything	  meant,	  
always.	  
	   “I	  thought	  you	  would	  support	  me,”	  I	  said.	  “It	  was	  just	  an	  artistic	  statement,	  
one	  that	  was	  important	  to	  me—I	  wasn’t	  trying	  to	  implicate	  you—“	  
	   “That’s	  not	  a	  fair	  expectation,”	  Hank	  said.	  “You	  took	  a	  picture	  of	  my	  house,	  
where	  I	  come	  from,	  and	  used	  it	  to	  make	  me	  and	  my	  mom	  look	  like	  rich,	  ignorant	  
assholes.”	  
	   Mrs.	  Marianne	  came	  back	  from	  the	  bathroom	  then,	  and	  I	  was	  indignant.	  I	  
didn’t	  know	  if	  I	  could	  hide	  it.	  
	   14	  
	   “How’s	  it	  going?”	  she	  asked.	  She	  could	  feel	  the	  tension,	  I	  knew	  she	  could.	  
	   “Fine,”	  Hank	  said	  as	  I	  was	  opening	  my	  mouth.	  It	  was	  high	  time	  someone	  was	  
honest	  with	  her.	  	  It’s	  going	  badly.	  It’s	  going	  very	  badly,	  I	  wanted	  to	  say.	  But	  he	  
continued.	  “Bel	  was	  just	  saying—”	  
	   “That	  I	  think	  you	  should	  go,”	  I	  finished.	  “Both	  of	  you.”	  
	   They	  looked	  at	  me	  like	  I	  was	  insane.	  	  	  
	   Some	  people	  had	  overheard	  me	  telling	  them	  to	  leave.	  	  My	  voice	  had	  been	  
louder	  than	  I	  thought	  it	  was,	  and	  it	  bounced	  off	  the	  black	  and	  white	  tiled	  floor	  and	  
cinderblock	  walls	  to	  reach	  more	  ears	  than	  I’d	  meant.	  	  President	  Sullivan	  had	  been	  
talking	  to	  Hank’s	  dream	  girl,	  and	  they	  both	  turned	  around	  to	  look	  at	  me.	  
	   “You’re	  causing	  a	  scene,”	  Mrs.	  Marianne	  hissed.	  “I	  came	  all	  this	  way—“	  
	   “And	  missed	  your	  debutante	  nomination	  meeting,	  I	  know,”	  I	  said.	  
	   She	  was	  blushing	  and	  grabbing	  Hank’s	  arm,	  and	  I	  could	  tell	  she	  was	  starting	  
to	  think	  leaving	  was	  a	  better	  option	  than	  a	  scene.	  President	  Sullivan	  might	  think	  
again	  about	  trusting	  her	  opinion	  on	  crown	  molding.	  	  
	   “You’re	  embarrassing	  us,”	  Hank	  said,	  frustrated,	  but	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  he	  
looked	  genuinely	  confused,	  and	  I	  felt	  sure	  he	  was	  remembering	  our	  petty	  little	  
bickerings	  when	  I	  told	  him	  to	  leave	  me	  alone	  because	  he	  had	  done	  something	  stupid	  
like	  studying	  at	  his	  friend	  Carlie’s	  apartment	  and	  not	  letting	  me	  know	  so	  when	  my	  
roommate	  Lisa	  saw	  the	  photo	  of	  him	  Carlie’d	  uploaded	  to	  the	  Internet,	  she’d	  asked,	  
”Do	  you	  know	  who	  this	  girl	  is?”	  and	  I’d	  been	  forced	  to	  say	  no	  and	  felt	  the	  judgment	  
radiating	  from	  her—her,	  the	  girl	  whose	  awful	  boyfriend	  had	  told	  her	  to	  be	  Mulan	  for	  
Halloween.	  I’d	  been	  embarrassed,	  mainly,	  and	  then	  angry	  when	  he	  did	  leave	  me	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alone	  as	  I	  requested.	  Hank	  had	  learned	  that	  I	  never	  meant	  for	  him	  to	  leave	  me	  alone	  
when	  I	  said	  it.	  	  I	  wanted	  to	  be	  pursued,	  and	  I	  wanted	  to	  feel	  like	  I	  could	  count	  on	  him	  
to	  be	  there.	  	  	  
But	  this	  time	  was	  different.	  
	   “I	  don’t	  care.	  I	  really	  mean	  it,	  Hank,”	  I	  said,	  raising	  my	  voice.	  I	  did	  mean	  it.	  
“Just	  go	  get	  some	  dessert	  and	  talk	  about	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  and	  the	  Cotillion	  Club	  and	  
whatever	  else	  downtown,	  and	  I	  will	  stay	  here	  until	  this	  thing	  ends.	  I	  don’t	  need	  
company.”	  
	   I	  didn’t	  want	  to	  count	  on	  him	  being	  there	  if	  I	  couldn’t	  count	  on	  him	  being	  
different	  from	  his	  mother,	  different	  from	  Lisa’s	  boyfriend,	  different	  from	  everyone	  
else	  I	  knew.	  
	   When	  they	  turned	  to	  leave,	  I	  think	  Hank	  half	  expected	  me	  to	  call	  him	  back,	  to	  
tell	  him	  to	  turn	  around,	  to	  beg	  him	  to	  be	  on	  my	  side	  and	  to	  stay.	  
	   I	  didn’t.	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Gall	  and	  Gumption	  
	  
	   That’s	  me,	  there	  in	  the	  foreground,	  in	  the	  first	  photograph	  pasted	  to	  this	  
scrapbook	  page.	  	  Since	  you	  can’t	  see	  my	  face,	  you	  can’t	  tell	  I’m	  wishing	  I	  were	  
somewhere—anywhere—else.	  I’m	  the	  only	  brunette	  in	  the	  line	  of	  layered	  blonde	  
bobs,	  though	  I	  suspect	  underneath	  their	  gold	  coloring,	  each	  of	  the	  women	  beside	  me	  
has	  gone	  completely	  gray.	  They’re	  about	  thirty	  years	  older	  than	  me,	  and	  they	  were	  
all	  invited	  to	  the	  party	  to	  watch	  their	  granddaughters	  learn	  to	  cook.	  I	  was	  invited	  to	  
the	  party	  because	  my	  niece,	  Leigh,	  had	  no	  grandmother	  to	  bring—my	  own	  mother,	  
Leigh’s	  namesake,	  passed	  away	  from	  ovarian	  cancer	  while	  I	  was	  still	  a	  teenager.	  
	   This	  was	  the	  first	  debutante	  party	  I’d	  attended	  in	  twenty-­‐two	  years,	  since	  I	  
made	  my	  own	  debut.	  I	  offered	  to	  come	  with	  Leigh	  because	  my	  older	  sister,	  Margaret,	  
had	  accompanied	  me	  to	  every	  mother-­‐daughter	  luncheon,	  parent	  dance,	  and	  outfit	  
selection	  during	  my	  season,	  even	  though	  she	  was	  nowhere	  near	  as	  old	  as	  the	  other	  
girls’	  moms.	  Not	  to	  mention	  Leigh’s	  half	  hour	  commute	  to	  my	  house	  in	  Cary,	  North	  
Carolina,	  to	  babysit	  for	  my	  girls.	  I	  could	  come	  to	  a	  debutante	  function	  for	  her,	  I	  told	  
myself.	  For	  Margaret.	  
	   A	  debutante	  party	  wouldn’t	  be	  too	  bad,	  I	  guess,	  if	  you	  weren’t	  me	  and	  didn’t	  
know	  all	  the	  people	  there.	  You	  never	  had	  a	  party	  without	  food,	  like	  a	  whole	  Boston	  
Butt	  at	  a	  pig	  pickin’	  or	  petite	  cucumber	  sandwiches,	  cheese	  straws,	  and	  homemade	  
butter	  mints	  at	  an	  afternoon	  tea.	  There	  were	  always	  little	  favors	  given,	  too,	  like	  a	  
charm	  for	  your	  debutante	  bracelet	  or	  something	  to	  match	  the	  theme.	  This	  party’s	  
invitation	  had	  requested	  that	  I	  come	  prepared	  to	  “Learn	  to	  cook	  from	  the	  master’s	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book/And	  make	  a	  treat	  to	  take	  home	  and	  eat,”	  and	  judging	  by	  its	  spatula-­‐print	  
stationery,	  I	  predicted	  some	  type	  of	  cookware	  would	  be	  the	  favor.	  I	  was	  wrong:	  it	  
was	  a	  spatula-­‐shaped	  charm	  for	  the	  girls’	  bracelets.	  
	   But	  I	  did	  know	  all	  of	  them—all	  the	  grandmothers	  at	  least.	  There	  was	  Mrs.	  
Cauthen,	  whose	  house	  was	  down	  the	  street	  from	  where	  I	  grew	  up.	  She	  was	  
harmless,	  although	  her	  beauty	  in	  old	  age	  was	  kind	  of	  threatening.	  Her	  son	  was	  a	  
dentist,	  so	  her	  seventy-­‐year-­‐old	  teeth	  remained	  as	  resolutely	  white	  as	  her	  
granddaughter’s.	  Next	  to	  me	  is	  Mrs.	  June.	  I	  think	  her	  last	  name	  is	  Tyler	  now,	  since	  
she	  divorced	  her	  husband	  sometime	  during	  my	  college	  career.	  She’s	  the	  spitting	  
image	  of	  her	  daughter	  Barbara	  Marie,	  a	  deb	  from	  my	  year.	  Barbara	  Marie	  loved	  
making	  raunchy	  jokes,	  drinking,	  and	  saying	  what	  she	  thought	  about	  me	  out	  loud,	  
and	  as	  far	  as	  I’ve	  ever	  been	  able	  to	  tell,	  her	  mother	  wasn’t	  too	  different.	  
	   “Oh,	  Jordynn,”	  Mrs.	  June	  had	  called	  to	  her	  granddaughter,	  across	  the	  
commercial	  kitchen.	  “Quit	  pulling	  that	  skirt	  down,	  honey!	  You’ve	  got	  the	  legs	  for	  it,	  
and	  that	  bus	  boy	  thinks	  so,	  too.”	  	  She	  cackled,	  but	  nobody	  else	  did.	  
	   And	  then,	  on	  the	  other	  side	  of	  me	  is	  Mrs.	  Hamilton.	  Her	  family	  is	  essentially	  
debutante	  royalty—her	  daughter	  Marcia	  was	  the	  Leader	  of	  the	  Ball	  my	  year—and	  
she	  hosted	  this	  party	  in	  honor	  of	  her	  granddaughter,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon.	  	  The	  Hamiltons	  
could	  spot	  somebody	  using	  the	  wrong	  fork	  and	  settle	  their	  eyes	  on	  them	  and	  
without	  saying	  a	  word,	  make	  them	  want	  to	  abdicate	  their	  debutante	  throne	  for	  life	  
in	  a	  nunnery.	  It	  was	  because	  of	  their	  looks	  that	  I	  learned	  how	  to	  chat	  about	  the	  
weather	  and	  basketball	  games	  and	  passed	  my	  deb	  season	  without	  stepping	  on	  too	  
many	  toes.	  	  “Michael	  Jordan,	  you	  know,	  he	  lives	  in	  my	  dorm,”	  I	  would	  say	  when	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someone	  asked	  about	  college,	  and	  everyone	  would	  find	  something	  to	  say	  in	  
response.	  How	  tall	  is	  he?	  Does	  he	  play	  on	  the	  courts	  outside?	  	  I	  had	  forgotten	  I’d	  had	  
to	  do	  that,	  til	  Mrs.	  Hamilton’s	  invitation	  came	  in	  the	  mail	  and	  reminded	  me.	  
	   But	  why	  wouldn’t	  I	  have	  wanted	  to	  go	  to	  her	  party?	  
	  
	   That’s	  Chef	  Amelie,	  making	  a	  summer	  roll.	  In	  front	  of	  her,	  there	  are	  individual	  
bowls	  of	  spring	  greens	  and	  chilled	  vermicelli	  noodles,	  stacks	  of	  pre-­‐julienned	  
carrots,	  and	  the	  tray	  of	  the	  already-­‐peeled	  shrimp.	  Behind	  her,	  you	  can	  see	  the	  
debutantes	  circled	  together,	  chatting	  about	  something	  like	  dressing	  for	  themed	  frat	  
parties.	  
“Okay,	  y’all,	  so	  you	  can	  find	  rice	  paper	  at	  any	  Asian	  grocery	  store,”	  Chef	  
Amelie	  began,	  looking	  like	  the	  Pillsbury	  doughboy	  with	  her	  white	  smock	  and	  
stumpy	  hat	  atop	  her	  head.	  She	  dipped	  the	  paper	  in	  the	  water	  and	  swirled	  it	  around	  
some	  before	  showing	  us	  how	  to	  roll	  “the	  delicious	  things”	  inside.	  
	   That’s	  Molly-­‐Sheldon,	  the	  one	  wearing	  the	  eye-­‐popping	  Lilly	  Pulitzer	  print,	  
hot	  pink	  and	  orange	  sailboats	  swimming	  across	  her	  teal	  miniskirt.	  She	  volunteered	  
to	  make	  her	  summer	  roll	  first,	  and	  left	  out	  the	  shrimp	  and	  the	  lettuce	  and	  the	  carrot	  
sticks,	  so	  the	  white	  noodles	  are	  all	  that	  shows	  through	  the	  translucent	  paper.	  It	  
looked	  like	  she	  was	  eating	  a	  thready	  cocoon	  to	  me,	  and	  I	  wondered	  if	  Chef	  Amelie	  
selected	  the	  best	  “treat”	  to	  prepare	  for	  these	  girls.	  It	  was	  pretty	  exotic	  for	  Carson,	  
North	  Carolina.	  How	  many	  of	  the	  debs	  had	  even	  eaten	  a	  summer	  roll	  before,	  not	  to	  
mention	  their	  grandmothers?	  The	  girls	  were	  probably	  expecting	  to	  learn	  how	  to	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prepare	  sweet	  potato	  biscuits	  or	  Parmesan	  grits—something	  they	  already	  knew	  
how	  to	  make	  and	  how	  to	  eat,	  maybe	  with	  a	  tiny	  culinary	  twist.	  
But	  then	  again,	  perhaps	  I	  was	  underestimating	  Chef	  Amelie’s	  genius.	  	  When	  I	  
was	  a	  debutante,	  I	  made	  the	  mistake	  of	  telling	  Barbara	  Marie	  Tyler	  the	  secret	  to	  my	  
mama’s	  best	  string	  beans,	  soft	  and	  earthy	  green	  and	  melt	  in	  your	  mouth.	  I	  knew	  the	  
secret	  because	  Mama	  let	  me	  snap	  off	  their	  ends	  for	  her	  and	  watch	  as	  she	  brought	  the	  
fruits	  of	  my	  labor	  to	  a	  boil.	  	  She	  would	  add	  a	  dash	  of	  sugar	  instead	  of	  salt	  just	  as	  the	  
water	  started	  to	  simmer,	  and	  give	  me	  a	  wink.	  	  Barbara	  Marie	  had	  laughed	  and	  said,	  
“Oh	  no,	  honey,	  you	  can’t	  live	  in	  the	  South	  and	  leave	  Morton’s	  salt	  out	  of	  anything	  you	  
cook!	  That’s	  just	  blasphemy.”	  A	  few	  feet	  away,	  Marcia,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon’s	  mother,	  had	  
turned	  and	  shook	  her	  head,	  as	  if	  to	  bless	  my	  heart.	  	  The	  debutantes	  in	  my	  year	  could	  
split	  the	  hairs	  of	  a	  Southern	  recipe	  like	  no	  other	  women	  could,	  even	  if	  that	  recipe	  
came	  from	  your	  already	  dead	  and	  gone	  mother.	  So	  really,	  Chef	  Amelie	  was	  smart.	  
Especially	  since	  Barbara	  Marie’s	  daughter,	  Jordynn,	  was	  standing	  next	  to	  my	  niece,	  
and	  she	  had	  surely	  inherited	  the	  gene.	  
“Oh,	  wow,	  you’re	  such	  a	  good	  cook,	  Molls,”	  said	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  when	  Molly-­‐
Sheldon	  finished.	  The	  other	  grandmothers,	  and	  even	  Delia,	  Jordynn,	  and	  Leigh,	  
murmured	  in	  agreement.	  I	  wouldn’t	  look	  at	  Leigh,	  because	  I	  thought	  I	  might	  laugh.	  
But	  even	  if	  I	  had,	  she	  wouldn’t	  have	  made	  eye	  contact	  with	  me,	  because	  she	  wouldn’t	  
be	  allowed	  to	  find	  Mrs.	  Hamilton’s	  comment	  funny.	  Not	  at	  a	  debutante	  party.	  
Leigh	  liked	  to	  knit	  scarves	  with	  fluffy	  variegated	  yarn	  and	  to	  grow	  succulents	  
in	  her	  bedroom.	  She	  loved	  reading	  novels	  with	  any	  elements	  of	  magic	  or	  myth	  in	  
them—whatever	  might	  be	  on	  the	  Young	  Adult	  shelves	  in	  Barnes	  and	  Noble’s	  with	  an	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ominous	  black	  cover	  and	  stark	  white	  lettering.	  	  But	  Leigh	  didn’t	  admit	  to	  any	  of	  that,	  
not	  there.	  Just	  like	  she	  wouldn’t	  admit	  that	  she	  found	  Mrs.	  Hamilton’s	  absurd	  
admiration	  of	  Molly-­‐Sheldon’s	  culinary	  skills	  funny.	  The	  other	  debutantes	  wouldn’t	  
know	  how	  to	  respond	  to	  it	  if	  she	  did—I’d	  seen	  it	  in	  my	  own	  debutante	  day,	  when	  
Marcia	  had	  raised	  her	  tired	  eyebrows	  at	  me	  as	  I	  talked	  about	  bacteriophages	  and	  my	  
biotechnology	  research.	  	  
“Well,	  aren’t	  you	  special,”	  Barbara	  Marie	  had	  said.	  “Here	  I	  am,	  trying	  to	  get	  
my	  MRS,	  and	  you’re	  saving	  humanity	  or	  something.”	  
But	  she	  didn’t	  say	  it	  like	  she	  thought	  I	  was	  special.	  She	  said	  it	  like	  I	  was	  big-­‐
headed	  and	  aggressive,	  pushing	  my	  interests	  onto	  her.	  Marcia	  didn’t	  have	  to	  say	  a	  
word	  to	  let	  me	  know	  she	  agreed.	  She	  just	  had	  to	  smirk	  a	  little	  while	  gazing	  at	  the	  
floral	  centerpiece,	  looking	  more	  interested	  in	  daisies	  than	  in	  my	  life.	  	  
I	  had	  made	  the	  mistake	  of	  speaking	  passionately	  when	  we	  were	  supposed	  to	  
engage	  solely	  in	  small	  talk.	  Here,	  Leigh	  would	  have	  a	  warm	  but	  not	  overeager	  
fondness	  for	  baking	  cookies	  for	  her	  family,	  studying	  a	  little	  but	  not	  too	  much,	  and	  
observing	  the	  dips	  and	  sways	  in	  the	  North	  Carolina	  spring	  temperatures.	  	  As	  was	  
appropriate.	  
	  
In	  this	  one,	  you	  can	  see	  the	  hostess,	  Mrs.	  Hamilton,	  leaning	  over	  to	  say	  
something	  in	  my	  ear.	  She	  didn’t	  really	  care	  about	  listening	  to	  the	  chef	  she’d	  hired.	  
“I	  know	  your	  mama	  would	  have	  loved	  to	  have	  been	  here	  for	  this,”	  Mrs.	  
Hamilton	  said	  in	  a	  faux	  whisper.	  She	  wanted	  it	  to	  carry,	  so	  she	  could	  be	  admired	  for	  
her	  thoughtfulness,	  in	  remembering	  my	  mom	  and	  in	  throwing	  this	  party.	  “Just	  like	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she	  would’ve	  wanted	  to	  be	  there	  for	  your	  season.	  It	  means	  a	  lot	  to	  Leigh	  that’d	  you	  
be	  here.”	  
	   “Well,	  I	  know	  Mama’d	  be	  proud	  of	  her,”	  I	  said,	  but	  couldn’t	  help	  thinking,	  
because	  she’s	  at	  Carolina	  with	  a	  3.6	  GPA	  after	  her	  first	  semester,	  not	  because	  she	  is	  a	  
debutante.	  Not	  because	  she’s	  refining	  her	  ability	  to	  roll	  summer	  rolls.	  Not	  because	  she	  
has	  to	  chit	  chat	  with	  your	  granddaughter	  on	  debutante	  topics	  of	  choice.	  
	   Mama	  was	  from	  Gumption,	  North	  Carolina,	  a	  speck	  of	  a	  town	  made	  up	  of	  
tobacco	  farms	  and	  a	  couple	  of	  Mom-­‐and-­‐Pop	  gas	  stations	  and	  Mr.	  Sessom’s	  Bait	  
Shop,	  35	  years	  running.	  Girls	  and	  boys	  from	  Gumption	  went	  to	  school	  in	  the	  slightly	  
bigger	  city	  of	  Carson,	  became	  friends	  with	  the	  children	  of	  financial	  advisors	  and	  
homemakers	  who	  didn’t	  know	  a	  thing	  about	  farming	  or	  fishing.	  My	  mama’s	  best	  
girlfriend	  Janie	  was	  asked	  to	  be	  a	  debutante	  when	  they	  got	  old	  enough,	  and	  Mama	  
dated	  Janie’s	  older	  brother,	  who	  would	  one	  day	  be	  my	  daddy.	  
	   But	  if	  you	  were	  raised	  in	  Gumption,	  it	  didn’t	  matter	  if	  you	  were	  best	  friends	  
with	  a	  girl	  whose	  mama	  was	  on	  the	  nomination	  committee,	  and	  it	  didn’t	  matter	  if	  it	  
looked	  as	  if	  you	  might	  marry	  into	  their	  society	  one	  day.	  If	  you	  were	  raised	  in	  
Gumption,	  it	  didn’t	  matter	  how	  sweet	  your	  parents	  were	  to	  anyone	  they	  met	  or	  how	  
much	  casserole	  baking	  your	  mama	  did	  for	  the	  grieving	  widows	  at	  Carson	  Baptist,	  
the	  biggest	  church	  in	  town.	  The	  nomination	  committee	  loved	  to	  say	  that	  an	  
invitation	  was	  a	  compliment	  to	  your	  family,	  to	  your	  parents,	  to	  the	  way	  you	  were	  
raised—	  but	  they	  didn’t	  extend	  those	  compliments	  to	  farmers	  and	  teachers.	  
	   Anyway,	  Mama	  never	  set	  much	  store	  by	  it,	  so	  instead	  of	  teaching	  us	  which	  
fork	  to	  use	  at	  fancy	  dinners,	  she	  taught	  us	  to	  bring	  flowers	  or	  chicken	  and	  rice	  soup	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when	  somebody	  got	  sick.	  Instead	  of	  schooling	  us	  in	  small	  talk,	  she	  taught	  us	  to	  
garden	  and	  to	  make	  homemade	  blueberry	  conserves	  for	  neighbor	  gifts	  at	  Christmas.	  
When	  debutante	  season	  rolled	  around	  and	  Mama	  was	  gone	  and	  I	  got	  asked	  to	  be	  one	  
because	  of	  my	  dad’s	  side	  of	  the	  family	  and	  his	  good	  lawyer	  genes,	  I	  felt	  like	  I	  was	  a	  
little	  behind	  in	  the	  areas	  of	  fork-­‐choosing	  and	  small-­‐talk-­‐making.	  But,	  I	  knew	  how	  to	  
thank	  people,	  and	  I	  knew	  how	  to	  appreciate	  what	  they	  had	  done	  for	  me.	  I	  knew	  to	  
write	  thank-­‐you	  notes	  with	  sincerity,	  to	  hug	  even	  the	  snootiest	  hostesses	  at	  the	  end	  
of	  a	  party,	  and	  to	  hide	  away	  any	  inconveniences	  I	  might	  have	  encountered	  
throughout	  the	  day.	  Those	  manners	  I	  knew.	  
	  
	   That’s	  Jordynn,	  hugging	  her	  grandmother,	  Mrs.	  June.	  I	  wish	  Barbara	  Marie	  
was	  next	  to	  them,	  so	  you	  could	  see	  how	  much	  they	  look	  alike.	  At	  this	  point,	  Mrs.	  
Hamilton	  hasn’t	  turned	  on	  them.	  But	  she’s	  about	  to.	  
	   In	  the	  corner,	  the	  other	  girls	  were	  chewing	  their	  bites	  of	  bundled	  lettuce	  and	  
soft	  rice	  paper,	  and	  Jordynn	  went	  to	  join	  them,	  grabbing	  her	  summer	  roll	  and	  taking	  
a	  bite.	  Delia	  says	  something	  and	  Jordynn	  laughs,	  sending	  a	  few	  vermicelli	  noodles	  
flying	  from	  her	  mouth,	  one	  sticking	  to	  Molly-­‐Sheldon’s	  face.	  
	   “Oh	  goodness,”	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  said	  to	  Mrs.	  Cauthen,	  her	  voice	  quiet.	  “How	  
delicate!”	  	  
	   “What	  did	  you	  say,	  Cheryl?”	  Mrs.	  June	  asked.	  
	   “I	  was	  saying,	  how	  debutante-­‐like	  Jordynn	  is,”	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  said,	  shaking	  
her	  head	  and	  pretending	  to	  be	  joking	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  save	  herself.	  “Our	  girls,	  so	  
ladylike.”	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   “Oh,	  I	  thought	  you	  were	  picking	  on	  Jordie	  for	  a	  second,”	  Mrs.	  June	  said.	  “I	  was	  
going	  to	  say,	  you’re	  getting	  to	  be	  an	  old	  woman,	  Cheryl,	  if	  all	  you	  can	  care	  about	  is	  
whether	  my	  girl’s	  chewing	  with	  her	  mouth	  open	  or	  not.”	  
	   “Ah,”	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  said,	  and	  no	  one	  made	  a	  noise.	  The	  grandmothers	  and	  
their	  granddaughters	  they	  raised	  merely	  met	  each	  other’s	  eyes	  to	  communicate	  
their	  disapproval.	  No	  words	  were	  needed	  to	  tell	  each	  other	  how	  awful	  it	  was	  that	  
Mrs.	  June	  had	  just	  slighted	  Mrs.	  Hamilton,	  their	  beneficent	  hostess.	  In	  fact,	  silence	  
was	  the	  preferred	  medium,	  because	  if	  it	  lasted	  long	  enough,	  it	  would	  permit	  the	  
perpetrator	  to	  notice	  that	  all	  the	  ladies	  had	  shifted	  their	  weight	  in	  discomfort,	  to	  
realize	  that	  she	  had	  done	  something	  wrong—very	  wrong.	  But	  not	  even	  disapproving	  
facial	  expressions	  had	  been	  exchanged.	  The	  same	  smiles	  remained	  plastered	  across	  
every	  woman’s	  face,	  so	  that	  the	  wrongdoer	  could	  not	  trace	  the	  disapproval	  back	  to	  
anyone	  in	  particular.	  	  That	  would	  be	  rude.	  
	   And	  Mrs.	  June	  had	  done	  something	  terribly	  wrong—she’d	  called	  Mrs.	  
Hamilton	  old,	  she’d	  implied	  that	  her	  penchant	  for	  all	  things	  mannerly	  was	  silly.	  I	  can	  
still	  see	  Mrs.	  Hamilton’s	  face	  now.	  She	  sucked	  in	  her	  cheeks	  at	  the	  gall	  of	  it,	  her	  
nostrils	  flaring.	  She	  was	  thinking	  she’d	  let	  in	  someone	  who	  didn’t	  understand	  what	  a	  
privilege	  it	  was	  to	  participate	  in	  these	  traditions.	  These	  traditions	  that	  she’d	  tried	  so	  
hard	  to	  preserve	  for	  so	  long.	  She	  was	  thinking	  that	  her	  voice	  had	  the	  most	  sway	  over	  
anyone	  in	  the	  whole	  damn	  Cotillion	  Club.	  She	  was	  thinking	  that	  she	  didn’t	  have	  to	  
support	  Jordynn’s	  nomination—or	  her	  mother’s,	  twenty	  years	  ago,	  for	  that	  matter—
and	  she	  was	  thinking	  that	  Mrs.	  June	  wasn’t	  nearly	  appreciative	  enough	  of	  her	  
gesture	  of	  good	  faith.	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Barbara	  Marie	  was	  asked	  to	  be	  a	  debutante	  because	  her	  daddy	  had	  inherited	  
a	  pile	  of	  money	  from	  an	  uncle	  who’d	  owned	  a	  golf	  course	  in	  Southern	  Pines	  and	  
died.	  Even	  their	  small	  share	  seemed	  large.	  Mrs.	  June	  was	  ecstatic.	  They	  built	  a	  
mansion	  on	  the	  west	  side	  of	  Carson	  where	  all	  the	  bankers’	  houses	  were	  clustered,	  
and	  Barbara	  Marie	  wore	  the	  biggest	  dress	  with	  beaded	  poufs	  for	  sleeves	  at	  our	  ball,	  
in	  true	  80’s	  fashion.	  	  
But	  now	  they’ve	  run	  out	  of	  money.	  Barbara	  Marie’s	  husband	  left	  her,	  and	  
they	  moved	  back	  out	  to	  Gumption.	  Margaret	  told	  me	  over	  the	  phone	  last	  week	  that	  
Barbara	  Marie	  had	  to	  take	  out	  a	  loan	  to	  pay	  for	  Jordynn’s	  debutante	  fee.	  “Damn,”	  I’d	  
said.	  “Why’d	  they	  ask	  her	  then?	  You	  know	  they	  had	  to	  have	  known.	  Why	  put	  that	  
burden	  on	  them?”	  But	  I	  knew	  why	  they	  had	  asked	  her.	  Her	  mother	  had	  been	  a	  
Carson	  Cotillion	  Club	  debutante,	  so	  Jordynn	  had	  to	  be	  asked	  to	  be	  a	  Carson	  Cotillion	  
Club	  debutante.	  It	  was	  manners,	  and	  it	  was	  tradition,	  and	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  would	  have	  
made	  sure	  of	  it.	  If	  anything’s	  more	  important	  to	  the	  Carson	  Cotillion	  Club	  than	  
money,	  it’s	  tradition.	  It’s	  blood.	  
	  
	   That’s	  me,	  looking	  happy	  with	  Leigh.	  She’s	  teaching	  me	  to	  make	  my	  own	  
summer	  roll,	  and	  we’re	  mixing	  peanut	  sauce	  to	  go	  with	  it.	  I	  look	  pleased	  because	  I	  
was	  no	  longer	  under	  scrutiny—I	  could’ve	  talked	  about	  bacteriophages	  for	  the	  rest	  of	  
the	  party	  and	  no	  one	  would’ve	  remembered,	  because	  that	  day	  was	  the	  day	  Mrs.	  June	  
called	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  an	  old	  woman.	  All	  the	  moments	  where	  Barbara	  Marie	  had	  
targeted	  me	  didn’t	  really	  seem	  to	  matter	  anymore.	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There	  was	  the	  time	  Miss	  Peggy	  made	  too	  much	  crab	  bisque	  and	  wanted	  to	  
send	  some	  home	  with	  us.	  Edie	  and	  April	  politely	  declined,	  saying,	  “Oh,	  thank	  you,	  
Miss	  Peggy,	  but	  you’ve	  fed	  us	  too	  well	  already,”	  or	  something	  along	  those	  lines.	  	  Miss	  
Peggy’s	  shoulders	  slackened—or	  maybe	  I	  imagined	  them	  doing	  so—and	  suddenly,	  I	  
was	  speaking	  myself.	  
“Miss	  Peggy,	  I	  would	  love	  some	  more,”	  I	  said,	  and	  I	  would	  have	  folded	  this	  
memory	  away,	  along	  with	  the	  scarf-­‐sashes	  I	  wore	  to	  accentuate	  my	  waist,	  and	  set	  it	  
back	  in	  the	  recesses	  of	  my	  mind.	  That	  is,	  if	  it	  were	  not	  for	  the	  costume	  party	  the	  
following	  week	  held	  in	  the	  space	  above	  the	  town	  of	  Carson’s	  first	  movie	  theater,	  
when	  I	  was	  adjusting	  my	  Cyndi	  Lauper	  wig	  and	  using	  a	  plastic	  crystal	  ladle	  to	  pour	  
myself	  some	  punch	  when	  Barbara	  Marie	  let	  out	  a	  whoop	  and	  a	  giggle,	  wrapping	  her	  
arm	  around	  my	  waist,	  her	  other	  hand	  cradling	  a	  plastic	  cup	  full	  of	  beer.	  	  	  
“How’s	  the	  punch,	  honey	  child?”	  she	  said.	  
“Well,	  I	  haven’t	  tried	  it	  yet,	  Barbara	  Marie,”	  I	  said,	  trying	  and	  failing	  to	  extract	  
myself	  from	  her	  grasp.	  “How’s	  the	  beer?”	  
“Mmm,	  good,”	  she	  said,	  smacking	  her	  lips.	  “You’re	  too	  funny,	  sweet	  pea.”	  
She	  turned	  and	  looked	  over	  her	  shoulder,	  covert	  even	  under	  the	  influence	  of	  
alcohol.	  	  Seeing	  no	  one	  within	  earshot,	  she	  gave	  a	  slight	  belch	  behind	  her	  hand—
lovely—and	  continued,	  gesturing	  toward	  a	  table	  covered	  with	  snack	  bowls.	  “Now,	  
how	  many	  helpings	  of	  those	  potato	  chips	  are	  you	  gonna	  eat?”	  
I	  turned	  several	  shades	  of	  red	  that	  probably	  clashed	  with	  my	  hairdo,	  and	  I	  
asked	  something	  like	  “What	  are	  you	  talking	  about?”	  or	  “What	  do	  you	  mean?”	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“Girl,	  we	  all	  heard	  you	  ask	  Miss	  Peggy	  for	  more	  food	  at	  Jennifer’s	  luncheon	  
last	  weekend,”	  she	  said.	  “It’s	  nothing	  to	  be	  ashamed	  of.	  	  You	  were	  hungry!”	  The	  more	  
words	  that	  came	  out	  of	  Barbara	  Marie’s	  mouth,	  the	  more	  certain	  I	  felt	  that	  it	  was,	  
indeed,	  something	  to	  be	  ashamed	  of.	  But	  why	  did	  Barbara	  Marie	  always	  present	  
herself	  as	  an	  expert	  on	  social	  graces?	  She	  was	  always	  the	  rudest	  of	  us	  all,	  claiming	  to	  
have	  forgotten	  to	  write	  her	  thank-­‐you	  notes.	  But	  still,	  Barbara	  Marie’s	  
admonishments	  were	  usually	  right,	  no	  matter	  how	  rudely	  they	  were	  stated.	  I	  
wanted	  to	  sink	  into	  the	  ground,	  because	  it’s	  infinitely	  more	  embarrassing	  to	  realize	  
you’ve	  made	  some	  sort	  of	  social	  breach	  after	  it’s	  passed,	  and	  there’s	  nothing	  you	  can	  
say	  or	  do	  to	  remedy	  it.	  	  
“Well,	  I	  do	  love	  what	  these	  ladies	  cook	  for	  us,”	  I	  said.	  “They’re	  always	  too	  
sweet	  to	  me!”	  
“That’s	  only	  right,”	  said	  a	  voice	  behind	  me,	  and	  I	  turned	  to	  find	  Marcia,	  who	  
was	  nodding	  and	  opening	  her	  mouth	  to	  speak	  again.	  “They	  are	  so	  generous	  to	  us!	  	  
And	  Barbara	  Marie,	  you	  should	  know	  better	  than	  to	  criticize	  people’s	  manners.	  
Miranda’s	  mother	  might	  not	  have	  ever	  known,	  or	  taught	  her,	  that	  it’s	  rude	  to	  eat	  all	  
of	  the	  food	  a	  hostess	  puts	  on	  your	  plate—she	  wasn’t	  a	  deb,	  was	  she,	  Miranda?”	  
For	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  season,	  I	  was	  left	  wondering	  which	  of	  us	  was	  more	  in	  the	  
wrong—me,	  or	  Barbara	  Marie.	  When	  I	  made	  mistakes,	  Barbara	  Marie	  pointed	  them	  
out	  in	  a	  brash	  voice	  that	  no	  one	  liked—I	  slipped	  into	  talking	  about	  schoolwork,	  or	  I	  
talked	  about	  myself	  for	  too	  long,	  or	  I	  accidentally	  made	  the	  hostess	  feel	  bad	  and	  turn	  
up	  the	  AC	  when	  I	  tried	  to	  talk	  about	  how	  hot	  it	  was	  outside.	  Marcia,	  the	  queen	  deb,	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sat	  with	  her	  silky-­‐looking	  legs	  crossed,	  and	  she	  just	  watched,	  entertained	  by	  the	  
Gumption	  girls’	  failures.	  
	   I	  felt	  like	  I	  had	  besmirched	  my	  mama;	  all	  the	  good	  manners	  she	  had	  taught	  
me	  had	  failed.	  The	  blueberry	  conserves,	  the	  casseroles,	  the	  flowers,	  and	  the	  
gardening	  had	  all	  gone	  to	  waste—everyone	  thought	  that	  she	  had	  messed	  up,	  ruined	  
my	  education	  in	  manners.	  	  
	   But	  that	  afternoon,	  at	  Leigh’s	  cooking	  party,	  Mrs.	  June	  had	  pissed	  off	  Mrs.	  
Hamilton	  in	  a	  way	  I	  never	  would,	  and	  I	  knew	  it.	  I	  was	  safe.	  My	  mama’s	  name	  was	  
safe.	  We	  were	  just	  fine.	  So	  I	  stuffed	  my	  summer	  roll	  in	  my	  mouth,	  without	  cutting	  it	  
up	  beforehand!	  I	  wish	  they’d	  taken	  a	  picture	  of	  that.	  
	  
	   That	  one’s	  a	  picture	  with	  the	  hostess,	  like	  you’re	  supposed	  to	  take.	  Leigh	  is	  on	  
one	  side	  of	  Mrs.	  Hamilton,	  and	  I	  am	  on	  the	  other.	  We	  were	  the	  last	  ones	  at	  the	  party,	  
and	  we’d	  been	  waiting	  for	  our	  turn	  for	  a	  photo.	  Getting	  a	  picture	  with	  her	  showed	  
her	  that	  you	  cared,	  that	  you	  appreciated	  her	  efforts	  in	  doing	  this	  for	  you,	  that	  you	  
weren’t	  just	  here	  to	  enjoy	  the	  free	  food	  and	  favors	  and	  then	  forget	  who	  had	  spent	  so	  
much	  time	  planning	  and	  procuring	  them	  for	  you.	  Then,	  you	  could	  step	  out	  the	  front	  
door,	  take	  a	  deep	  breath,	  climb	  into	  your	  car,	  and	  head	  home.	  There,	  you	  could	  shed	  
your	  shoes	  and	  stockings	  and	  skirt	  and	  climb	  into	  your	  bed,	  because	  you’ve	  
exhausted	  all	  your	  reserves	  of	  graciousness	  and	  if	  anybody	  asked	  you	  a	  single,	  well-­‐
meant	  question,	  you	  might	  snap.	  
	   I	  was	  focusing	  on	  that	  free	  feeling	  while	  the	  picture	  was	  being	  taken.	  The	  
Carson	  air	  would	  feel	  fresher,	  cleaner	  than	  ever,	  even	  though	  it’s	  hazy	  and	  tinted	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greenish	  from	  this	  year’s	  dusty	  pollination.	  I	  could	  finally	  let	  my	  shoulders	  slump,	  as	  
unflattering	  it	  might	  be	  to	  my	  figure.	  I	  could	  sink	  into	  my	  bed,	  barefoot,	  and	  my	  toes	  
would	  run	  over	  my	  sheets.	  I’d	  think	  about	  how	  I	  much	  I	  loved	  a	  high	  thread	  count,	  
and	  about	  the	  time	  my	  mama	  bought	  me	  a	  set	  of	  nice	  sheets	  for	  my	  birthday	  because	  
I	  loved	  them	  so	  much,	  even	  at	  age	  thirteen.	  I’d	  say	  in	  my	  head,	  “I’m	  sorry	  I	  doubted	  
you,	  Mama,”	  and	  I’d	  know	  my	  manners	  were	  better	  than	  Barbara	  Marie’s,	  after	  all.	  
I’d	  fall	  asleep,	  if	  my	  daughters	  didn’t	  get	  back	  by	  five	  o’clock	  from	  the	  only	  soccer	  
game	  of	  theirs	  that	  I’ve	  missed.	  
	   After	  Chef	  Amelie	  took	  our	  photo,	  and	  we	  started	  moving	  toward	  the	  exit,	  I	  
heard	  it.	  It	  was	  Molly-­‐Sheldon,	  telling	  her	  grandma	  the	  newest	  seeds	  of	  debutante	  
gossip	  that	  might	  sprout	  into	  a	  full-­‐fledged	  Cotillion	  Club	  rumor.	  Her	  gold	  bangles	  
clanged	  against	  each	  other	  as	  her	  hand	  made	  her	  way	  to	  her	  mouth,	  but	  it	  failed	  to	  
disguise	  a	  whisper	  meant	  for	  her	  grandmother:	  	  
“Nena,”	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  began.	  “Jordynn	  has	  been	  forgetting	  to	  RSVP	  to	  all	  the	  
parties,	  and	  she’s	  shown	  up	  wearing	  the	  wrong	  attire	  twice.”	  
	   Her	  grandmother,	  Mrs.	  Hamilton,	  clucked	  her	  tongue	  against	  her	  teeth,	  and	  
said,	  “Well,	  honey,	  we	  can’t	  expect	  too	  much	  from	  the	  Tylers	  and	  the	  Tompkinses…	  
Mrs.	  June	  might’ve	  never	  told	  Barbara	  Marie	  and	  Jordynn	  how	  important	  it	  is	  to	  
RSVP	  and	  to	  come	  in	  the	  appropriate	  dress.”	  
	   “How	  could	  she	  not	  know?”	  
	   “She	  wasn’t	  a	  deb,”	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  explained.	  “Her	  daddy	  was	  a	  pastor	  at	  
three	  little	  one-­‐room	  chapels	  in	  Gumption,	  and	  they	  lived	  in	  some	  parsonage.”	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   There	  it	  was.	  Gumption.	  The	  place	  where	  bad	  manners	  were	  born,	  molded,	  
and	  bred.	  I	  looked	  at	  Leigh,	  uncomfortable.	  She	  knew	  that	  was	  where	  my	  mom—her	  
namesake—was	  from.	  Could	  I	  let	  her	  think	  the	  same	  thing	  about	  Gumption	  that	  I	  
had	  for	  years,	  that	  being	  from	  this	  place	  also	  meant	  being	  inadequate	  in	  some	  way?	  
We	  kept	  walking	  through	  the	  doors,	  and	  I	  figured	  I	  might	  say	  something	  to	  her	  in	  the	  
car,	  before	  I	  dropped	  her	  off	  at	  her	  house.	  
	   “I	  heard,”	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  began	  again,	  lowering	  her	  voice.	  “Barbara	  Marie	  
took	  out	  another	  loan.	  This	  time	  it’s	  for	  Jordynn’s	  ballgown.”	  
	   “Oh,	  my,”	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  said,	  sounding	  out	  of	  place	  and	  old-­‐fashioned,	  like	  
someone	  had	  trod	  on	  her	  delicate	  debutante	  sensibilities.	  She	  didn’t	  sound	  like	  an	  
eighteen	  year	  old	  girl.	  What	  did	  Leigh	  think	  of	  her?	  Were	  they	  friends?	  I	  didn’t	  know.	  
We	  were	  getting	  closer	  to	  our	  car	  then,	  but	  they	  were	  still	  tailing	  just	  behind	  us.	  
From	  driving	  around	  Leigh’s	  neighborhood,	  I	  knew	  the	  Mercedes	  behind	  our	  Toyota	  
belonged	  to	  Mrs.	  Hamilton.	  	  
“She	  told	  me	  her	  mom	  wasn’t	  going	  to	  be	  able	  to	  go	  to	  the	  Mother-­‐Daughter	  
Luncheon	  next	  weekend	  because	  of	  an	  AA	  meeting,”	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  said.	  
	   Mrs.	  Hamilton	  gasped.	  	  Although	  my	  back	  was	  to	  her,	  I	  could	  envision	  her	  
fanning	  herself	  with	  her	  hand.	  	  Reflecting	  on	  the	  sheer	  gall	  of	  Barbara	  Marie,	  
attempting	  to	  get	  a	  handle	  on	  her	  drinking	  at	  the	  same	  time	  her	  daughter	  was	  
making	  her	  debut.	  	  	  
	   I	  couldn’t	  stand	  it	  anymore.	  	  Mrs.	  Hamilton,	  Marcia,	  and	  the	  girl	  they	  had	  
raised	  had	  singlehandedly	  reversed	  my	  dislike	  for	  that	  woman.	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“How	  dare	  she!”	  I	  said	  to	  Leigh	  audibly,	  soaking	  my	  voice	  with	  false	  
incredulity.	  “Barbara	  Marie	  Tyler!	  Has	  she	  given	  any	  thought	  whatsoever	  on	  her	  
priorities?”	  
“Excuse	  me?	  Miranda?”	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  said	  to	  me.	  “Is	  something	  wrong?”	  
“At	  least	  there’s	  something	  honest	  about	  them,”	  I	  said,	  whirling	  to	  face	  her.	  
“Mrs.	  June,	  and	  Barbara	  Marie,	  and	  Jordynn.	  They	  may	  not	  always	  be	  the	  sweetest	  
ladies	  around,	  but	  at	  least	  you	  know	  what	  they’re	  thinking.”	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  looked	  
shocked,	  but	  the	  corners	  of	  Leigh’s	  lips	  started	  to	  turn	  up.	  Just	  a	  little.	  Just	  enough	  to	  
encourage	  me	  to	  keep	  going.	  
“I	  never	  said	  anything	  to—”	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  began,	  but	  I	  interrupted	  her.	  
“They	  don’t	  say	  mean	  things	  in	  hushed	  tones,	  and	  they	  don’t	  raise	  their	  
eyebrows	  if	  somebody	  accidentally	  slips	  out	  of	  line.	  They	  don’t	  judge	  people	  by	  
where	  they	  come	  from,	  they	  judge	  them	  by	  their	  actions.	  Rare,	  under	  these	  
conditions,	  don’t	  you	  think,	  Mrs.	  Hamilton?”	  
“Now,	  Miranda,	  what	  are	  you	  talking	  about?”	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  said.	  	  
“Mrs.	  Hamilton,	  I’m	  talking	  about	  you,”	  I	  said.	  
	  
	   That’s	  me	  again,	  in	  the	  last	  photo.	  Leigh	  took	  it	  while	  we	  were	  driving.	  My	  hair	  
is	  up	  in	  a	  ponytail,	  because	  a	  ponytail	  has	  always	  felt	  like	  freedom	  to	  me.	  There	  is	  no	  
heavy	  heat	  settling	  on	  your	  upper	  back,	  and	  there	  are	  no	  curls	  obscuring	  your	  line	  of	  
vision.	  The	  ends	  of	  your	  hair	  dust	  across	  the	  nape	  of	  your	  neck	  in	  the	  breeze.	  Can	  
you	  feel	  any	  freer	  than	  that?	  In	  that	  moment,	  some	  part	  of	  the	  unrestricted	  feeling	  
was	  the	  knowledge	  that	  I	  made	  the	  choice	  to	  do	  it,	  even	  though	  the	  hairband	  would	  
put	  a	  crease	  in	  it.	  Even	  though	  I’d	  spent	  the	  better	  part	  of	  my	  morning	  straightening	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and	  shellacking	  my	  brown	  mane.	  I	  was	  free	  from	  the	  judgment	  of	  the	  Carson	  
Cotillion	  Club,	  and	  I	  felt	  happy	  with	  myself	  in	  the	  way	  my	  kindergartener	  does	  when	  
she	  takes	  up	  for	  a	  classmate	  on	  the	  playground.	  My	  mama	  would’ve	  wanted	  me	  to	  do	  
this.	  That’s	  a	  simple,	  but	  good,	  free	  feeling.	  
	   I	  felt	  the	  most	  unhindered,	  though,	  when	  I	  started	  thinking	  about	  what	  type	  of	  
casserole	  to	  send	  to	  Barbara	  Marie’s	  house.	  Chicken	  Poppyseed,	  perhaps,	  or	  my	  
great-­‐grandmother’s	  Company	  Breakfast	  Casserole,	  with	  the	  sausage,	  egg,	  and	  
cheese.	  Or	  maybe	  it	  was	  time	  to	  make	  a	  batch	  of	  blueberry	  conserves.	  
	   “Do	  y’all	  own	  a	  canner?”	  I	  asked	  Leigh,	  who	  was	  still	  smiling	  like	  a	  goofball	  in	  
the	  passenger’s	  seat.	  
	   “I’m	  not	  sure,”	  she	  said.	  
	   “Maybe	  it’s	  time	  we	  get	  you	  one.”	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Sincerely	  
	  
Dear	  Mrs.	  Kanellis,	  
	   I	  am	  writing	  to	  accept	  your	  invitation	  to	  be	  presented	  at	  the	  65th	  Annual	  
Carson	  Cotillion	  Club	  Ball.	  	  I	  feel	  so	  flattered	  to	  have	  been	  asked,	  and	  my	  parents	  
thank	  you	  as	  well—we	  are	  all	  so	  thrilled	  for	  the	  opportunity!	  I’ll	  be	  happy	  to	  learn	  
more	  about	  navigating	  the	  social	  world	  and	  to	  become	  more	  involved	  in	  the	  
community	  where	  I	  have	  always	  lived,	  especially	  since	  I’ve	  attended	  school	  out	  of	  
town	  for	  so	  long.	  	  Again,	  thank	  you	  so	  much	  for	  considering	  me	  worthy	  to	  represent	  
your	  values,	  and	  I	  promise	  to	  not	  let	  you	  down.	  	  As	  you	  have	  asked,	  I	  agree	  to	  the	  
following	  Carson	  Cotillion	  Club	  stipulations:	  
	   I	  have	  enclosed	  my	  $1,800	  fee	  with	  this	  letter	  of	  acceptance.	  I	  assure	  the	  
Carson	  Cotillion	  Club	  that	  I	  am	  not	  married	  or	  engaged,	  nor	  do	  I	  have	  plans	  to	  be	  
within	  the	  next	  six	  months.	  	  I	  will	  show	  proper	  decorum	  and	  etiquette	  not	  only	  at	  
debutante	  events	  but	  also	  in	  my	  daily	  interactions	  with	  others,	  as	  I	  am	  a	  
representative	  of	  the	  Carson	  Cotillion	  Club.	  	  I	  will	  never	  allow	  more	  than	  ten	  days	  to	  
elapse	  after	  a	  party	  without	  sending	  a	  thank-­‐you	  note	  to	  the	  hostess.	  Moreover,	  if	  I	  
should	  fail	  to	  live	  up	  to	  these	  expectations	  at	  any	  point	  during	  the	  debutante	  season,	  
I	  will	  immediately	  contact	  you,	  Mrs.	  Davis	  A.	  (Susan)	  Kanellis,	  to	  discuss	  the	  steps	  
that	  must	  be	  taken	  to	  resolve	  my	  violations	  of	  the	  Carson	  Cotillion	  Club’s	  core	  
values.	  
	   Sincerely,	  
	   Libby	  Gellar	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Mrs.	  Amy,	  	  
	   Thanks	  for	  checking	  in—I	  just	  sent	  my	  letter	  of	  acceptance	  to	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  
last	  week.	  I’m	  so	  lucky	  I	  had	  a	  preschool	  teacher	  like	  you,	  who	  kept	  up	  with	  me	  all	  
these	  years,	  and	  nominated	  me	  to	  do	  something	  like	  this!	  I	  promise	  I	  won’t	  let	  you	  
down.	  Really,	  I	  think	  it	  will	  be	  nice	  to	  a	  part	  of	  a	  small	  group	  of	  students	  again.	  	  All	  
from	  North	  Carolina,	  all	  sort	  of	  raised	  the	  same	  way,	  all	  going	  through	  this	  similar	  
experience.	  	  I	  think	  that’s	  what	  I’ve	  been	  missing	  at	  Duke	  this	  year,	  that	  close-­‐knit	  
feeling	  Fountainhead	  Academy	  always	  had.	  	  Not	  that	  I	  expect	  it	  to	  be	  exactly	  the	  
same—it	  can’t	  be,	  considering	  I’m	  going	  from	  being	  the	  only	  girl	  in	  a	  class	  of	  ten	  
high	  school	  students	  to	  being	  one	  of	  five	  girls	  making	  their	  debut.	  I	  bet	  it	  will	  be	  
even	  better,	  since	  we’ll	  have	  so	  much	  in	  common,	  like	  decisions	  about	  our	  majors	  
and	  studying	  for	  exams	  and	  meeting	  new	  people	  at	  our	  big	  universities,	  and	  I’m	  sure	  
at	  least	  one	  of	  them	  will	  want	  a	  career	  in	  the	  health	  sciences	  like	  me!	  Thank	  you	  so	  
much	  for	  nominating	  me.	  It	  means	  a	  lot,	  and	  I	  can’t	  wait!	  
	   Since	  you’ve	  moved	  to	  the	  big	  city	  of	  Raleigh	  with	  Mr.	  Grant,	  would	  it	  be	  all	  
right	  for	  me	  to	  email	  you	  occasionally	  and	  ask	  you	  for	  advice?	  	  There	  are	  a	  couple	  of	  
things	  I	  don’t	  know,	  and	  Mom	  said	  I	  should	  ask	  you	  and	  rely	  on	  your	  former-­‐
debutante	  wisdom	  to	  see	  me	  through	  the	  season!	  	  Like,	  I	  hadn’t	  realized	  I’m	  
supposed	  to	  be	  shopping	  for	  a	  ballgown	  already…	  Are	  there	  any	  places	  you	  
recommend	  that	  I	  go	  for	  a	  reasonably	  priced	  one?	  Mrs.	  Sheldon’s	  book	  of	  
instructions	  mentioned	  that	  I	  should	  not	  select	  a	  white	  prom	  dress	  as	  my	  gown	  “for	  
fear	  of	  looking	  too	  casual,”	  but	  “all	  wedding	  boutiques	  should	  carry	  gowns	  
appropriately	  formal	  for	  the	  occasion.”	  She	  also	  requested	  that	  we	  email	  her	  the	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designer	  of	  our	  gown,	  using	  Vera	  Wang	  as	  an	  example—will	  the	  other	  girls	  really	  be	  
showing	  up	  to	  the	  ball	  in	  Vera?	  I’m	  not	  sure	  my	  parents	  can	  justify	  that	  expense	  with	  
my	  Duke	  tuition	  looming	  over	  their	  heads!	  Also,	  Mrs.	  Sheldon	  wrote	  about	  dressing	  
for	  events,	  and	  I	  wasn’t	  sure	  what	  she	  meant:	  
“When	  you	  receive	  an	  invitation	  to	  a	  party	  in	  honor	  of	  a	  fellow	  debutante,	  be	  
sure	  to	  pay	  attention	  to	  the	  dress	  code,	  because	  this	  signals	  what	  type	  of	  
event	  it	  will	  be	  and	  how	  to	  prepare	  yourself	  for	  the	  evening.	  	  On	  rare	  
occasions	  such	  as	  pool	  parties	  or	  athletic	  events,	  you	  will	  be	  asked	  to	  bring	  
swimwear	  or	  attend	  in	  tennis	  shoes	  as	  the	  hostess	  desires.	  	  Dressy,	  of	  course,	  
indicates	  a	  cocktail	  dress	  and	  pumps.	  	  You	  should	  never	  attend	  a	  semi-­‐formal	  
event	  in	  a	  floor-­‐length	  formal	  gown,	  nor	  a	  Sunday	  best	  dress.	  	  And,	  heaven	  
forbid,	  never	  confuse	  the	  difference	  between	  ‘casual	  dress,’	  ‘dressy	  casual,’	  
and	  ‘casual	  dresses!’”	  
She’s	  so	  sure	  we	  know	  the	  differences	  that	  she	  can	  joke	  about	  us	  confusing	  
them.	  	  But	  I	  don’t	  know	  the	  difference.	  Am	  I	  missing	  something	  here?	  Again,	  thank	  
you	  so	  much	  for	  your	  nomination,	  and	  thank	  you	  in	  advance	  for	  your	  advice.	  
	   Love,	  
	   Libby	  
	  
Dear	  Mrs.	  Cauthen,	  
Thank	  you	  for	  the	  festive	  Mother	  Daughter	  Luncheon	  you	  put	  on	  for	  us	  last	  
Sunday.	  I	  can’t	  think	  of	  a	  better	  way	  to	  begin	  my	  week,	  or	  kick	  off	  the	  debutante	  
season!	  It	  was	  certainly	  a	  lot	  better	  than	  spending	  late,	  long	  hours	  studying	  for	  my	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chemistry	  exam!	  	  The	  wooden	  library	  tables	  at	  Duke	  would’ve	  been	  an	  eyesore	  
compared	  to	  your	  beautiful	  tables	  with	  the	  pink	  and	  red	  rose	  centerpieces,	  the	  white	  
satin	  tablecloths	  and	  the	  bows	  on	  the	  chair	  backs.	  I	  also	  wanted	  to	  apologize,	  since	  I	  
probably	  bored	  you	  with	  all	  my	  talk	  about	  my	  unfinished	  chemistry	  homework.	  	  
After	  I	  got	  in	  the	  car	  to	  leave	  your	  home,	  I	  realized	  I’d	  prattled	  on	  for	  quite	  awhile	  
about	  my	  difficulties	  with	  stoichiometry,	  and	  what	  I	  really	  wish	  I	  had	  told	  you	  was	  
what	  a	  welcome	  distraction	  your	  party	  was	  from	  studying	  for	  my	  chemistry	  
midterm.	  
Also,	  I	  wanted	  to	  thank	  you	  for	  arranging	  to	  have	  Mrs.	  Alma	  Whittington	  
Sheldon’s	  nurse	  bring	  her	  to	  the	  luncheon.	  It	  meant	  a	  lot	  to	  me	  to	  be	  able	  to	  say	  I’ve	  
met	  the	  Historian	  Emeritus	  of	  the	  Carson	  Cotillion	  Club!	  And	  to	  think	  that	  she’s	  lived	  
down	  the	  street	  from	  me	  my	  whole	  life,	  and	  I	  never	  knew!	  I	  think	  it	  must	  have	  
meant	  a	  lot	  to	  her	  great-­‐granddaughter,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon,	  to	  have	  her	  there	  too.	  Last	  
but	  not	  least,	  thank	  you	  for	  the	  lovely	  silver	  charm	  bracelet.	  I	  cannot	  wait	  to	  see	  it	  fill	  
with	  charms	  as	  the	  day	  of	  my	  debut	  approaches,	  and	  what	  a	  wonderful	  keepsake	  it	  





Dear	  Mrs.	  Bertlesman,	  
	   Thank	  you	  so	  much	  for	  inviting	  me	  to	  your	  Decades	  Day	  party!	  I	  loved	  
wearing	  a	  hot-­‐pink	  poodle	  skirt,	  and	  it	  was	  such	  fun	  playing	  extreme	  musical	  chairs	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to	  “Hound	  Dog”	  and	  “Blue	  Suede	  Shoes!”	  Also,	  I	  could	  drink	  about	  five	  more	  of	  your	  
ice	  cream	  floats—they	  were	  delicious	  and	  adorable,	  with	  their	  little	  red-­‐striped	  
straws	  sticking	  out	  of	  the	  top.	  
However,	  I	  want	  to	  apologize	  if	  I	  made	  you	  feel	  unappreciated	  at	  any	  point	  
during	  the	  course	  of	  our	  lovely	  evening.	  When	  I	  took	  out	  my	  phone	  while	  you	  served	  
our	  plates,	  I	  was	  not	  thinking	  how	  it	  might	  make	  you	  feel.	  I	  was	  not	  thinking	  the	  
other	  girls	  would	  notice,	  and	  I	  was	  not	  thinking	  I	  was	  disrespecting	  anyone.	  I	  only	  
brought	  my	  phone	  to	  the	  party	  to	  check	  my	  chemistry	  exam	  score	  when	  Dr.	  Hinman	  
posted	  the	  grades.	  	  I	  really	  regret	  making	  that	  choice,	  and	  I	  really	  regret	  the	  slip	  in	  
my	  composure	  that	  followed.	  	  I	  hope	  we	  will	  not	  let	  it	  overshadow	  the	  wonderful	  
time	  I	  had	  at	  your	  party.	  Thank	  you	  again,	  and	  I	  love	  the	  saddle-­‐shoes	  charm—what	  
a	  creative	  idea!	  
	   Sincerely,	  
	   Libby	  Gellar	  
	  
Dear	  Mrs.	  Kanellis,	  
	   I	  am	  writing	  to	  apologize	  for	  my	  profanity	  at	  Mrs.	  Bertlesman’s	  Decades	  Day	  
last	  week,	  forcing	  you	  to	  write	  me	  a	  note	  of	  censure.	  	  I	  recognize	  that	  “even	  under	  
unfortunate	  conditions	  such	  as	  the	  failure	  of	  a	  chemistry	  exam,”	  cursing	  is	  not	  
acceptable	  for	  those	  who’ve	  agreed	  to	  the	  role	  of	  the	  debutante	  and	  its	  high	  
standards.	  Not	  even	  when	  this	  chemistry	  exam	  counts	  as	  35%	  of	  your	  final	  grade.	  
Not	  even	  when	  a	  grade	  of	  a	  B-­‐	  or	  higher	  is	  required	  in	  this	  class	  to	  continue	  your	  
course	  of	  study.	  	  Not	  even	  when	  your	  acceptance	  into	  medical	  school	  is	  contingent	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upon	  completing	  that	  course	  of	  study.	  	  Mrs.	  Bertlesman	  never	  should	  have	  had	  to	  
contact	  you	  about	  this	  matter,	  and	  you	  never	  should	  have	  had	  to	  take	  time	  out	  of	  
your	  day	  to	  point	  out	  my	  error	  to	  me.	  	  Please	  accept	  my	  apology,	  and	  I	  will	  ensure	  
that	  it	  does	  not	  happen	  again.	  
	   Sincerely,	  
	   Libby	  Gellar	  
	  
Mrs.	  Amy,	  
	   The	  season’s	  off	  with	  a	  bang,	  thanks	  to	  your	  dressy-­‐casual,	  casual	  dress,	  and	  
casual	  dresses	  tutorial.	  It	  helped	  me	  so	  much—I	  wore	  my	  best	  Sunday	  dress	  to	  the	  
Mother-­‐Daughter	  Luncheon	  this	  weekend,	  the	  coral	  one	  with	  ruffles	  edging	  the	  
straps,	  and	  I	  blended	  in	  fairly	  well.	  	  Except	  for	  when	  Mrs.	  Sheldon	  came	  over	  and	  
said	  something	  like,	  “Honey	  child,	  you	  need	  to	  get	  yourself	  a	  sweater,”	  and	  I	  wasn’t	  
sure	  whether	  she	  was	  serious!	  Do	  you	  think	  she	  was	  fussing	  at	  me	  for	  showing	  too	  
much	  skin	  or	  something?	  I	  giggled	  and	  tried	  to	  edge	  away,	  but	  I	  didn’t	  have	  anyone	  
else	  to	  talk	  to.	  So,	  of	  course,	  she	  followed	  me	  and	  explained	  how	  to	  put	  on	  lipstick	  
without	  a	  mirror,	  kindly	  providing	  me	  with	  a	  demonstration.	  Sure	  enough,	  she	  
puckered	  her	  lips	  and	  coated	  them	  perfectly	  with	  her	  Merle	  Norman	  lip-­‐color	  in	  
some	  red-­‐brown	  shade	  like	  Bronze	  Satin	  or	  Glittered	  Copper.	  So	  far,	  I	  guess	  I’ve	  
learned	  that	  attending	  deb	  functions	  bare-­‐shouldered	  and	  lipstick-­‐less	  is	  considered	  
inappropriate.	  Thanks	  be	  to	  Mrs.	  Sheldon!	  
	   Also,	  while	  I’m	  on	  the	  subject	  of	  things	  I	  did	  wrong,	  you	  probably	  should	  hear	  
this	  from	  me—I	  cursed.	  Out	  loud.	  Right	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  Mrs.	  Bertlesman’s	  Decades	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Day	  party.	  	  Dr.	  Hinman	  finally	  posted	  my	  first	  midterm	  grade	  in	  chemistry,	  so	  I	  
pulled	  out	  my	  phone	  during	  dinner	  and	  saw	  that	  I	  got	  a	  60.	  	  Mrs.	  Bertlesman	  heard;	  
Molly-­‐Sheldon	  heard.	  In	  fact,	  I	  think	  all	  of	  the	  debutantes	  heard.	  	  Except	  maybe	  
Leigh.	  She	  was	  twirling	  her	  hair,	  and	  she	  looked	  like	  she	  was	  in	  her	  own	  world.	  
	   Jordynn	  leaned	  over	  and	  saw	  the	  email.	  “I	  don’t	  know	  what	  you’re	  so	  worried	  
about,”	  she	  said.	  “You	  can	  pull	  that	  up	  by	  the	  end	  of	  the	  semester.	  I	  made	  worse	  on	  
my	  final	  in	  Industrial	  Relations,	  so	  really,	  you	  should	  be	  glad.”	  At	  the	  mention	  of	  
schoolwork,	  Leigh	  awoke	  from	  her	  reverie	  and	  started	  out	  saying	  something	  about	  
how	  hard	  it	  was	  to	  keep	  grades	  up	  during	  the	  semester	  when	  our	  weekends	  were	  so	  
full,	  but	  then	  again,	  “the	  debutante	  experience	  is	  worth	  it.”	  
	   And	  then,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  opened	  her	  mouth	  to	  speak.	  Mrs.	  Amy,	  it	  was	  like	  
the	  ground	  started	  shaking	  in	  anticipation	  of	  her	  debutante	  wisdom.	  “A	  lot	  of	  people	  
don’t	  get	  to	  do	  this,”	  she	  said.	  “They	  go	  to	  their	  high	  school	  proms,	  and	  that’s	  it.”	  
	  I	  don’t	  think	  she’s	  ever	  said	  so	  much	  to	  me!	  	  
	   “But	  by	  being	  in	  a	  debutante	  ball,	  you’re	  participating	  in	  a	  cultural	  history,”	  
Molly-­‐Sheldon	  said	  before	  I	  could	  find	  some	  words,	  any	  words,	  to	  respond.	  “With	  
manners,	  ballgowns,	  and	  Southern	  gentlemen	  escorting	  you	  around	  a	  Maypole…	  just	  
like	  our	  great-­‐great-­‐grandmothers.”	  
	   “Bless	  our	  foremothers,”	  Delia	  had	  inserted,	  with	  a	  wry	  smile.	  	  
	   A	  joke!	  I	  had	  thought.	  I	  know	  what	  to	  do	  with	  a	  joke!	  And	  I	  giggled.	  But	  in	  
response,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  stared	  at	  me,	  her	  full,	  pink	  pouty	  lips	  looking	  solemn.	  She	  
nodded	  the	  most	  reverent	  of	  nods.	  Only	  after	  I	  looked	  a	  little	  chastened	  did	  she	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shoot	  a	  smirk	  in	  Delia’s	  direction.	  Sometimes,	  the	  debs	  speak	  in	  smiles	  instead	  of	  
words,	  and	  when	  they	  do,	  I’m	  just	  left	  behind.	  
Earlier	  in	  the	  debutante	  season,	  if	  I’d	  thought	  I’d	  make	  a	  barely-­‐passing	  grade	  
on	  the	  first	  chemistry	  test,	  I	  might	  not	  have	  accepted	  this	  invitation.	  But,	  I	  think	  in	  
some	  ways,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  must	  be	  right,	  at	  least	  a	  little	  bit.	  	  You	  don’t	  get	  an	  
opportunity	  to	  do	  something	  like	  this	  twice!	  As	  meandering	  as	  it	  is,	  this	  message	  is	  
meant	  to	  thank	  you,	  Mrs.	  Amy,	  for	  nominating	  me	  to	  be	  a	  part	  of	  something	  so	  
unique.	  And,	  I	  am	  so,	  so	  sorry	  for	  cursing.	  I	  hope	  Mrs.	  Bertlesman’s	  not	  too	  offended.	  
	   Love,	  
	   Libby	  
	  
	  
Dear	  Mrs.	  Alspaugh,	  
	   It	  was	  such	  a	  pleasure	  to	  attend	  your	  shoe-­‐themed	  brunch	  on	  Saturday—the	  
French	  toast	  cut	  in	  the	  shape	  of	  a	  slingback	  was	  my	  favorite	  item	  in	  the	  buffet	  by	  far!	  
I	  hope	  it	  did	  not	  inconvenience	  you	  too	  much	  to	  be	  my	  partner	  during	  shoe	  trivia.	  
How	  unfortunate	  that	  we	  have	  an	  odd	  number	  of	  debs	  this	  season!	  Despite	  that,	  I	  
appreciated	  your	  vast	  knowledge	  and	  all	  your	  help.	  If	  it	  weren’t	  for	  you,	  I	  might	  have	  
never	  known	  the	  end	  of	  a	  shoelace	  was	  called	  an	  aglet!	  Thank	  you	  again	  for	  the	  
stiletto	  charm—it	  looks	  so	  lovely	  on	  my	  bracelet.	  
	   Sincerely,	  
	   Libby	  Gellar	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Dear	  Mrs.	  Kensington,	  
	   Thank	  you	  so	  much	  for	  throwing	  your	  Road	  Rally	  party	  on	  Friday!	  I	  felt	  
privileged	  to	  participate	  in	  something	  so	  generous	  and	  so	  creative.	  A	  photo	  
scavenger	  hunt	  around	  Carson	  was	  the	  best	  idea,	  and	  I	  had	  a	  wonderful	  time	  
laughing	  and	  figuring	  out	  all	  your	  clues.	  Who	  would’ve	  known	  that	  Delia	  could	  drive	  
so	  fast	  in	  her	  little	  sister’s	  VW	  Bug?	  I	  was	  so	  embarrassed	  to	  have	  knocked	  her	  over	  
on	  the	  way	  to	  Dr.	  Denning’s	  office,	  and	  I	  didn’t	  mean	  to	  sabotage	  her	  at	  all,	  no	  matter	  
what	  Jordynn	  said.	  Your	  place	  settings	  were	  so	  adorable,	  too—I	  don’t	  know	  how	  you	  
managed	  to	  convince	  the	  folks	  at	  Highway	  55	  to	  let	  you	  have	  five	  of	  their	  car-­‐shaped	  
kid’s	  meal	  boxes.	  I	  won’t	  tell	  them	  you	  decided	  to	  feed	  us	  your	  famous	  homemade	  
burgers	  and	  fries	  instead	  of	  theirs,	  even	  if	  it’d	  work	  out	  in	  their	  favor	  if	  I	  did—so	  
they	  could	  add	  Mrs.	  Calloway’s	  Burger	  to	  their	  menu!	  Thank	  you	  for	  accommodating	  
my	  large	  appetite,	  and	  also,	  for	  giving	  me	  such	  a	  nice	  study	  break.	  I	  cannot	  wait	  to	  
put	  the	  checkered	  flag	  charm	  on	  my	  bracelet	  to	  remind	  me	  of	  this	  day.	  
	   Sincerely,	  





	   The	  shoe	  party	  was	  fine,	  although	  I	  had	  to	  be	  partnered	  with	  Mrs.	  Alspaugh	  
during	  shoe	  trivia.	  When	  Jordynn	  leaned	  over	  to	  ask	  for	  the	  syrup,	  I	  really	  did	  think	  
she	  would	  ask	  me	  to	  join	  her	  and	  Molly-­‐Sheldon.	  I	  figured	  a	  three-­‐person	  group	  
wouldn’t	  kill	  anybody,	  but	  I	  figured	  wrong.	  I	  guess	  the	  girl	  likes	  her	  syrup,	  and	  I	  
guess	  the	  debs	  aren’t	  into	  reaching	  out	  and	  making	  new	  friends,	  since	  they’ve	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already	  got	  them.	  I	  found	  out	  Delia	  and	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  and	  Jordynn	  have	  been	  doing	  
ballet	  together	  since	  they	  were	  four,	  and	  Leigh	  has	  this	  bond	  with	  Delia	  over	  the	  
difficulty	  of	  their	  UNC	  geology	  class.	  Why	  would	  they	  want	  another	  friend	  when	  
they’ve	  got	  all	  the	  ones	  they	  need?	  Still,	  after	  the	  party,	  I	  felt	  like	  I	  might	  be	  able	  to	  
have	  a	  friend	  in	  Leigh.	  She	  felt	  far	  enough	  away	  from	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  and	  her	  
debutante-­‐legacy-­‐complex	  that	  I	  thought	  I	  might	  could	  forge	  a	  bordering-­‐on-­‐
friendship	  with	  her.	  
	   I	  was	  wrong.	  I	  had	  asked	  her	  and	  Delia	  what	  they	  thought	  they	  would	  wear	  to	  
the	  Road	  Rally—the	  invitation	  said	  “wear	  your	  racing	  gear,”	  and	  what	  does	  that	  
even	  mean—and	  “Oh,	  I’m	  not	  sure,”	  Leigh	  had	  said.	  “Just	  something	  casual,”	  Delia	  
said	  too.	  	  When	  I	  went	  to	  Walmart,	  all	  they	  had	  were	  enormous	  Jeff	  Gordon	  shirts	  in	  
XXXL	  or	  a	  tiny	  MarioKart	  one,	  so	  I	  picked	  the	  Mario	  one,	  thinking	  it’d	  be	  cute	  and	  it	  
would	  be	  a	  conversation	  starter,	  at	  least.	  I’m	  always	  in	  need	  of	  a	  conversation	  
starter.	  And	  for	  good	  measure,	  I	  tied	  a	  black	  and	  white	  checkered	  bandana	  in	  my	  
hair	  like	  a	  headband.	  
	   When	  I	  arrived	  at	  the	  party,	  Leigh	  turned	  around	  and	  took	  one	  long	  look	  at	  
me.	  Took	  in	  my	  MarioKart	  shirt,	  my	  khaki	  shorts,	  and	  my	  checked	  headband.	  You	  
said	  to	  never	  wear	  jeans,	  Mrs.	  Amy!	  Anyway,	  she	  didn’t	  say	  a	  word,	  but	  I	  could’ve	  
sworn	  she	  elbowed	  Jordynn	  and	  Delia	  to	  point	  out	  my	  outfit.	  Leigh,	  my	  almost-­‐
friend!	  
It	  turns	  out	  that	  I’d	  interpreted	  racing	  gear	  all	  wrong.	  	  We	  were	  supposed	  to	  
dress	  as	  sexed	  up	  female	  NASCAR	  fans,	  in	  ripped	  jeans,	  boat	  shoes,	  tight	  cotton	  tees,	  
and	  trucker	  hats.	  When	  we	  took	  pictures	  at	  all	  the	  destinations	  for	  the	  scavenger	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hunt,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  kept	  asking	  me	  to	  be	  the	  photographer.	  She	  said	  I	  had	  an	  eye	  
for	  “this	  sort	  of	  thing.”	  I	  didn’t	  catch	  on	  at	  first,	  but	  at	  our	  last	  stop,	  in	  front	  of	  Cal’s	  
Hot	  Dogs,	  she	  snatched	  the	  camera	  from	  Jordynn’s	  fingers	  to	  push	  it	  into	  my	  hands.	  
She	  didn’t	  want	  my	  outfit	  documented	  next	  to	  her	  in	  her	  scrapbook,	  lest	  anyone	  
think	  she	  supported	  my	  goofiness	  in	  the	  face	  of	  debutante	  tradition.	  
	   Oh	  well.	  At	  least	  I’ve	  got	  an	  ally	  in	  you.	  I	  loved	  trying	  on	  your	  wedding	  dress	  
last	  week.	  Please	  don’t	  worry	  about	  it	  fitting	  so	  tightly,	  since	  a	  little	  snugness	  doesn’t	  
bother	  me	  a	  bit.	  I	  completely	  understand	  why	  you	  wouldn’t	  want	  to	  alter	  your	  
wedding	  gown,	  and	  I	  am	  so	  happy	  to	  be	  able	  to	  wear	  it	  as	  it	  is!	  
	   Love,	  
	   Libby	  
	  
Dear	  Mrs.	  Evans,	  
	   I	  don’t	  know	  if	  anyone	  has	  ever	  told	  you	  how	  exquisite	  your	  taste	  in	  décor	  is,	  
but	  allow	  me—your	  Shag	  Party	  this	  weekend	  instantly	  transported	  me	  to	  a	  
boardwalk	  somewhere	  in	  Key	  West!	  The	  blue	  and	  yellow	  streamers	  and	  the	  real	  
palm	  trees	  and	  the	  sparkling	  lights	  on	  the	  patio	  made	  me	  feel	  so	  comfortable	  and	  
relaxed.	  And	  thank	  goodness	  for	  your	  kindness	  in	  setting	  me	  up	  with	  your	  grandson	  
as	  a	  dancing	  partner.	  	  Noah	  really	  knew	  what	  he	  was	  doing!	  I	  remember	  once	  I	  was	  
struggling	  to	  use	  the	  crosshand	  to	  transition	  into	  the	  swing-­‐a-­‐roo.	  But	  Noah	  said,	  
“You	  know,	  your	  mind	  is	  just	  getting	  ahead	  of	  your	  feet.”	  How	  profound!	  He	  
explained	  it	  so	  well,	  and	  he	  had	  me	  dancing	  in	  no	  time,	  although	  I	  am	  not	  sure	  I	  will	  
ever	  be	  able	  to	  master	  it	  with	  the	  fluidity	  of	  movement	  that	  he	  has.	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   I	  was	  thrilled	  to	  find	  out	  he	  will	  be	  returning	  to	  North	  Carolina	  soon	  to	  escort	  
Katie	  to	  the	  ball,	  and	  I	  am	  sure	  you	  cannot	  wait	  for	  his	  visit.	  Please	  wish	  him	  a	  good	  
rest	  of	  the	  semester	  at	  Ole	  Miss	  for	  me—that	  managerial	  economics	  class	  sounded	  
so	  difficult,	  the	  way	  he	  was	  describing	  it.	  I	  am	  sure	  he	  will	  have	  no	  trouble	  in	  the	  
end,	  though.	  Thanks	  again	  for	  the	  sweet	  music	  note	  charm.	  
	   Sincerely,	  
	   Libby	  Gellar	  
	  
Dear	  Mrs.	  Hamilton,	  
	   Perhaps	  you’re	  wondering	  why	  I’m	  sending	  you	  a	  thank-­‐you	  note	  when	  I	  did	  
not	  attend	  your	  culinary	  arts	  party	  last	  Saturday.	  Well,	  I’m	  writing	  to	  thank	  you	  for	  
the	  message	  you	  conveyed	  to	  me	  through	  Jordynn,	  and	  assure	  you	  of	  its	  safe	  arrival.	  
It	  would	  appear	  that	  you	  selected	  the	  proper	  person	  for	  the	  job.	  I	  do	  not	  know	  how	  
my	  education	  as	  a	  debutante	  would’ve	  proceeded	  had	  I	  not	  received	  your	  
notification,	  telling	  me	  of	  my	  mistake	  in	  forgetting	  to	  RSVP	  to	  your	  party	  and	  in	  
spending	  my	  time	  studying	  for	  my	  final	  exams	  in	  chemistry	  and	  physics	  instead.	  I	  
know	  your	  granddaughter,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon,	  would	  never	  do	  such	  a	  thing.	  Probably	  
because	  she	  won’t	  ever	  take	  either	  of	  those	  classes	  while	  she	  majors	  in	  
Communications	  at	  William	  Peace,	  but	  that’s	  beside	  the	  point.	  I’ll	  be	  sure	  to	  place	  
the	  rolling-­‐pin	  charm	  alongside	  the	  others	  on	  my	  bracelet,	  to	  remind	  me	  of	  this	  
error	  in	  my	  ways.	  Thank	  you	  again	  for	  your	  wisdom.	  
	   Sincerely,	  
	   Libby	  Gellar	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Mrs.	  Amy,	  
	   I	  know	  you	  said	  the	  Sheldon-­‐Hamilton-­‐Calloway	  clan	  is	  just	  being	  over-­‐
protective	  of	  what	  they	  see	  as	  their	  legacy,	  and	  I	  guess	  I	  can	  get	  that,	  with	  Molly-­‐
Sheldon’s	  great-­‐great-­‐grandmother	  founding	  the	  Carson	  Cotillion	  Club.	  But	  what	  I	  
can’t	  understand	  is	  how	  that	  gives	  them	  any	  right	  to	  be	  downright	  mean	  to	  people	  
who	  don’t	  happen	  to	  live	  their	  lives	  The	  Debutante	  Way.	  Just	  last	  week,	  Delia	  was	  
talking	  about	  “The	  Leader	  of	  the	  Ball”	  and	  how	  she’ll	  get	  to	  sit	  at	  the	  center	  of	  our	  
group	  when	  our	  photograph’s	  taken.	  I	  laughed,	  because	  it	  sounds	  like	  something	  
from	  an	  SNL	  Deb	  Sketch	  instead	  of	  real	  life,	  and	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  glared	  at	  me	  til	  I	  
stopped.	  Turns	  out	  that	  she’s	  the	  leader	  of	  the	  real	  life	  ball.	  
	   Anyway,	  sorry	  to	  gripe,	  and	  thanks	  for	  the	  cookies	  you	  sent	  when	  you	  found	  
out	  about	  chemistry.	  	  Could	  I	  come	  over	  next	  week	  to	  try	  on	  your	  dress	  with	  heels?	  
	   Love,	  
	   Libby	  
	  
	  
Dear	  Mrs.	  Rutherford,	  
	   Thank	  you	  for	  inviting	  the	  debutantes	  to	  your	  beach	  house	  this	  past	  week.	  It	  
was	  a	  refreshing	  and	  relaxing	  day,	  which	  was	  very	  much	  needed,	  and	  you	  took	  such	  
good	  care	  of	  each	  and	  every	  one	  of	  us.	  I	  appreciate	  your	  advice	  on	  using	  the	  
debutante	  experience	  on	  your	  resume,	  and	  I	  will	  keep	  your	  ideas	  on	  marketing	  and	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business	  in	  mind	  as	  I	  reflect	  on	  the	  changes	  to	  my	  major	  this	  summer.	  	  The	  flip-­‐flop	  
charm	  is	  adorable,	  and	  you	  are	  so	  thoughtful	  to	  have	  given	  me	  so	  much.	  
	   Sincerely,	  
	   Libby	  Gellar	  
	  
Mrs.	  Amy,	  
	   The	  beach	  party	  was	  the	  straw	  that	  finally	  broke	  Mrs.	  Kanellis’s	  back.	  She	  
came	  to	  my	  house	  last	  night,	  after	  receiving	  a	  phone	  call	  from	  Mrs.	  Rutherford	  about	  
me.	  She	  stepped	  through	  our	  threshold	  and	  Mom	  led	  her	  to	  our	  living	  room.	  It	  was	  
so	  weird	  seeing	  her	  in	  my	  house.	  She	  perched	  on	  my	  favorite	  spot	  on	  the	  couch,	  even	  
though	  the	  pillows	  had	  not	  been	  fluffed.	  She	  was	  there	  to	  let	  me	  know	  how	  
inappropriate	  my	  behavior	  has	  been	  this	  season.	  I	  knew	  before	  she	  even	  opened	  her	  
mouth.	  
	   “Julia,	  I	  am	  so	  sorry	  to	  intrude,”	  she	  said,	  addressing	  Mom.	  She	  folded	  her	  
hands	  over	  her	  pencil-­‐skirted	  knee.	  French-­‐tipped	  fingernails.	  Of	  course.	  “But	  I	  just	  
had	  to	  come	  over	  and	  check	  on	  Miss	  Libby.”	  
	   “Oh,	  well,	  how	  sweet	  of	  you,”	  Mom	  said	  in	  her	  non-­‐debutante	  naivety.	  She	  
thought	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  was	  here	  to	  support	  me	  after	  my	  failure	  as	  a	  chemistry	  major	  
and	  future	  doctor,	  but	  Mrs.	  Amy,	  you	  know	  and	  I	  know	  she	  wasn’t.	  	  
	   “Yes,”	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  said.	  I	  remember	  because	  she	  was	  agreeing	  with	  the	  
compliment	  my	  mom	  gave	  her—and	  how	  weird	  is	  that?	  “I’ve	  heard	  you’ve	  had	  some	  
difficulties	  during	  this	  debutante	  season,	  Libby.”	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   “Oh?”	  I	  said,	  and	  smiled.	  Mrs.	  Amy,	  I	  didn’t	  want	  to	  help	  her	  get	  a	  start	  on	  
criticizing	  me.	  Besides,	  that	  wouldn’t	  be	  polite—it’s	  too	  honest.	  You’re	  supposed	  to	  
be	  more	  reluctant	  than	  that.	  
	   “Yes,	  well,	  for	  a	  while,	  we	  thought	  Libby	  was	  having	  trouble	  getting	  
acclimated	  to	  the	  role	  of	  being	  a	  debutante.	  You	  know,	  after	  the	  use	  of	  profanity	  at	  a	  
party…”	  	  
	   Mom	  blushed	  and	  shot	  me	  one	  of	  her	  glares.	  “I	  wasn’t	  aware—”	  
	   “And	  then	  came	  some	  slightly	  deviant	  thank	  you	  notes,	  but	  of	  course,	  we	  just	  
assumed	  Miss	  Libby	  was	  having	  a	  bad	  couple	  of	  weeks.”	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  paused	  before	  
continuing.	  “And	  then,	  of	  course,	  there	  were	  the	  outfits.”	  
	   “What	  about	  her	  outfits?”	  Mom	  asked,	  suddenly	  over	  her	  embarrassment	  and	  
taking	  my	  side.	  I	  was	  still	  sullen	  and	  silent,	  picking	  at	  the	  yogurt	  stain	  on	  my	  
sweatpants.	  
	   “Oh,	  they	  just	  seemed	  a	  little	  odd,	  and	  we	  wondered	  whether	  Libby	  was	  
trying	  to	  seek	  help,	  or	  perhaps	  some	  form	  of	  attention,”	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  said.	  
	   “So	  why	  didn’t	  you	  check	  on	  me?”	  I	  finally	  asked.	  “Why	  did	  you	  wait	  until	  
now?”	  I	  had	  been	  feeling	  alone	  this	  entire	  season.	  Mrs.	  Amy,	  other	  than	  you,	  none	  of	  
them	  paid	  attention	  to	  anything	  that	  went	  on	  in	  my	  real	  life.	  A	  career	  in	  medicine	  
didn’t	  matter	  to	  them,	  so	  why	  should	  it	  matter	  to	  me?	  
	   “Well,	  Libby,	  I’ve	  received	  notice	  from	  several	  sources	  that	  you’ve	  
demonstrated	  a	  clear	  lack	  of	  desire	  to	  socialize	  with	  your	  fellow	  debutantes,”	  she	  
said.	  “And	  that	  gives	  us	  cause	  for	  great	  concern.”	  
	   “That’s	  just	  not	  true,”	  I	  told	  her.	  “I	  may	  have	  made	  lots	  of	  mistakes,	  but—”	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   “Are	  you	  saying	  you	  didn’t	  ride	  to	  the	  beach	  party	  alone	  this	  weekend?	  You	  
didn’t	  get	  a	  henna	  tattoo	  just	  a	  week	  before	  the	  Presentation	  Ceremony,	  against	  the	  
requests	  of	  the	  Carson	  Cotillion	  Club?	  And	  you	  didn’t	  leave	  the	  party	  early,	  without	  
telling	  anyone	  of	  your	  departure	  or	  thanking	  your	  hostess	  for	  her	  generosity?”	  
	   And	  in	  that	  moment,	  I	  realized	  I	  could	  not	  say	  anything	  to	  this	  woman,	  even	  if	  
I	  wanted	  to.	  I	  had	  no	  alibi,	  no	  witnesses,	  no	  one	  to	  side	  with	  me.	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  
wouldn’t	  believe	  that	  no	  one	  responded	  to	  my	  Facebook	  message	  asking	  if	  anyone	  
wanted	  to	  carpool	  to	  Wilmington.	  Or	  that	  when	  I	  went	  to	  throw	  something	  away	  
during	  our	  4:00	  p.m.:	  Explore	  the	  Boardwalk	  activity,	  I	  turned	  around	  and	  all	  the	  
other	  girls	  were	  gone.	  	  She	  wouldn’t	  believe	  that	  I	  went	  to	  get	  a	  henna	  tattoo	  in	  a	  
nasty	  Wings	  not	  as	  a	  form	  of	  rebellion	  against	  her	  no-­‐visible-­‐body-­‐art-­‐at-­‐the-­‐Ball	  
rule,	  but	  as	  a	  way	  to	  entertain	  myself	  while	  I	  waited	  for	  everyone	  to	  return	  from	  
whatever	  boutique	  or	  fro-­‐yo	  shop	  they’d	  surely	  disappeared	  to	  without	  me.	  
	   She	  wouldn’t	  believe	  that	  I	  heard	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  sigh	  when	  she	  was	  assigned	  
to	  a	  room	  with	  me,	  or	  that	  neither	  of	  us	  said	  a	  word	  as	  we	  climbed	  under	  the	  king-­‐
size	  navy-­‐blue	  octopus-­‐print	  comforter.	  Or,	  that	  I	  woke	  up	  the	  next	  morning	  
teetering	  on	  the	  edge	  of	  the	  mattress,	  only	  held	  in	  place	  by	  the	  well-­‐tucked	  sheets.	  
She	  would	  never	  believe	  that	  both	  of	  Molly-­‐Sheldon’s	  feet	  were	  planted	  in	  the	  small	  
of	  my	  back,	  because	  even	  in	  her	  sleep,	  she	  wanted	  to	  see	  me	  fall.	  That	  was	  when	  I	  
left.	  Without	  a	  word.	  I	  got	  in	  my	  car,	  thanking	  the	  Lord	  no	  one	  had	  wanted	  to	  
carpool	  with	  me,	  and	  I	  went	  home	  without	  attending	  9:00	  a.m.	  Breakfast,	  10:00	  a.m.	  
Beach	  Yoga,	  and	  11:00	  a.m.	  Photographs	  and	  Farewells.	  	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  would	  never	  
believe	  that	  anything	  I	  had	  done	  had	  been	  a	  reaction	  to	  the	  others.	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   So	  I	  sat	  there	  in	  silence.	  
	   After	  a	  long	  pause,	  Mom	  stood	  up,	  and	  said,	  “Well,	  thank	  you,	  Mrs.	  Kanellis,	  
for	  checking	  on	  Libby.”	  I	  walked	  to	  the	  front	  door	  and	  opened	  it	  for	  her.	  
	   “Yes,	  of	  course,”	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  said.	  “I	  hope	  everything	  gets	  better	  for	  you,	  
Libby,	  with	  your	  chemistry	  course	  and	  all.”	  
	   	  “I’m	  sure	  it	  will,”	  I	  said	  through	  clenched	  teeth,	  because	  that	  was	  the	  polite	  
thing	  to	  say.	  The	  pretty	  white	  lie.	  Why	  do	  they	  call	  them	  white	  lies,	  anyway?	  
Probably	  after	  a	  debutante	  in	  her	  belle-­‐of-­‐the-­‐ball	  dress.	  The	  truth	  was	  that	  the	  
damage	  was	  done,	  my	  career	  in	  medicine	  over	  before	  it	  started,	  and	  it	  certainly	  
would	  not	  be	  getting	  better.	  
	   Mrs.	  Kanellis	  paused	  in	  the	  doorway.	  
“Perhaps	  all	  that’s	  needed	  to	  make	  amends	  with	  the	  other	  debutantes	  is	  just	  
a	  positive,	  material	  gesture	  on	  your	  part,”	  Mrs.	  Kanellis	  said,	  as	  if	  she	  was	  suggesting	  
it,	  not	  ordering	  it.	  But	  again,	  Mrs.	  Amy,	  you	  and	  I	  both	  know	  this	  was	  an	  imperative.	  
“You	  could	  send	  a	  letter,	  or	  flowers,	  or	  maybe	  even	  a	  silver	  charm	  to	  add	  to	  their	  
bracelets.	  Just	  a	  little	  something	  to	  show	  that	  you	  are	  sorry.”	  
	   “Hmm,”	  I	  said.	  “I’ll	  think	  about	  it.	  See	  you	  at	  the	  Ball	  on	  Saturday.”	  
She	  left,	  and	  I’m	  not	  sure	  that	  she	  likes	  me	  very	  much.	  I	  hope	  you	  still	  do.	  
	   Love	  (as	  always),	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Dear	  Mrs.	  Kanellis,	  
	   I’m	  not	  sending	  the	  girls	  charms	  for	  their	  bracelets,	  and	  I’m	  not	  sending	  them	  
flowers	  before	  the	  debutante	  ball.	  I	  know	  you	  think	  it	  would	  fix	  things	  between	  us	  
all,	  but	  I’m	  not	  so	  sure	  that	  it	  would.	  I’ve	  been	  trying	  to	  be	  friends	  with	  them	  for	  
quite	  a	  while	  now,	  and	  nothing’s	  worked	  yet.	  Maybe	  you’ll	  see	  that	  as	  a	  reason	  I	  
should	  try	  again,	  to	  send	  these	  presents,	  but	  I	  see	  it	  as	  a	  reason	  to	  let	  the	  girls	  be.	  I	  
have	  a	  feeling	  they	  won’t	  remember	  much	  of	  me,	  anyway.	  
	   This	  season,	  there	  were	  a	  lot	  of	  things	  I	  didn’t	  do	  right.	  I	  couldn’t	  make	  the	  
right	  kind	  of	  small	  talk,	  and	  I	  couldn’t	  interpret	  the	  code	  of	  dress	  from	  the	  
invitations.	  I	  couldn’t	  remember	  to	  RSVP,	  even	  when	  it	  was	  written	  on	  the	  
invitations,	  and	  I	  couldn’t	  restrain	  myself	  from	  uncouth	  utterances	  in	  the	  presence	  
of	  my	  fellow	  debutantes.	  I’m	  sorry	  for	  all	  of	  that.	  I	  truly	  am.	  
	   I	  am	  also	  sorry	  that	  my	  change	  in	  major	  has	  caused	  my	  biography	  in	  your	  
Presentation	  Ceremony	  program	  to	  be	  incorrect.	  	  I	  understand	  that	  this	  reflects	  
badly	  on	  the	  writer	  of	  my	  biography,	  Mrs.	  Hamilton,	  and	  as	  I’ve	  told	  Mrs.	  Hamilton	  
in	  the	  past,	  I	  wish	  I	  could	  be	  more	  like	  her	  granddaughter,	  the	  queen	  of	  our	  
debutante	  class.	  	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  has	  molded	  her	  life	  to	  fit	  into	  the	  cursive	  font	  lines	  
of	  your	  “soft	  ecru”	  bulletin.	  	  I	  know	  if	  her	  biography	  mentioned	  her	  plans	  to	  cut	  off	  
her	  big	  toe	  the	  day	  before	  the	  Ball,	  Molly-­‐Sheldon	  would’ve	  cut	  off	  her	  whole	  foot.	  	  
I’ve	  failed	  to	  even	  cut	  off	  my	  metaphorical	  toenail.	  Again,	  please	  accept	  my	  apology.	  	  
	   Perhaps	  it’d	  be	  easier	  to	  omit	  my	  page	  in	  the	  bulletin	  entirely.	  You	  could	  just	  
snip	  it	  right	  out	  and	  no	  one	  would	  notice.	  Since	  meeting	  with	  you,	  I’ve	  talked	  with	  
my	  sponsor,	  Mrs.	  Amy	  Oakenfell,	  and	  I	  feel	  it	  would	  be	  best	  if	  I	  withdrew	  from	  the	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debutante	  class.	  	  The	  reasons	  I	  wanted	  to	  participate	  no	  longer	  apply,	  and	  I	  can’t	  
force	  myself	  to	  walk	  across	  the	  stage,	  circle	  the	  Maypole,	  and	  be	  presented	  to	  society	  
as	  someone	  who	  believes	  in	  this.	  	  Not	  when	  it’d	  be	  only	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  politeness.	  	  
I’m	  no	  good	  at	  that	  anyway.	  
	   Therefore,	  I’ve	  resolved	  to	  ask	  that	  my	  name	  be	  removed	  from	  the	  programs	  
and	  the	  report	  that	  will	  be	  sent	  to	  the	  local	  newspapers.	  Take	  my	  name	  out	  of	  Mrs.	  
Sheldon’s	  Carson	  Cotillion	  Club	  records,	  and	  just	  let	  my	  presence	  fade	  away.	  	  I	  know	  
you’ve	  invested	  your	  time	  and	  energy	  into	  my	  season,	  and	  for	  that,	  I’m	  truly	  sorry.	  
I’ll	  surrender	  my	  charm	  bracelet	  as	  restitution,	  if	  you’d	  like.	  
	   Thank	  you,	  Mrs.	  Kanellis,	  for	  giving	  me	  this	  opportunity,	  and	  for	  some	  
reason,	  I	  hope	  you	  believe	  I	  tried	  to	  live	  up	  to	  the	  standards	  of	  behavior	  you	  set	  for	  
me.	  	  I	  wore	  sweaters	  during	  the	  cooler	  months.	  	  I	  never	  fell	  behind	  in	  writing	  my	  
thank-­‐you	  notes.	  
	   Sincerely,	  
	   Libby	  Gellar	  
	  
